










The three hooka, Childhood, My Ap¬ 
prenticeship and My Universities, coon- 
prise an autobiographical trilogy writ¬ 
ten by Maxim Gorky (Alexei Maximo¬ 
vich Peshkov, 1868-1036) whose first 
publication covered the years from 
1913 to 1923, With enormous intellec¬ 
tual and artistic force they paint por¬ 
traits of people from nearly every strata 
of society in Russia at the end of the 
19th century. 

“Very curly I came to realize that 
man builds up resistance to his en¬ 
vironment,” wrote Gorky. The environ¬ 
ment in which Gorky grew up was 
hostile to man, stifling his finest idrus 
and aspirations. Alyosha Peshkov re¬ 
sisted his grandfather’s world ( Child¬ 
hood), he resisted a regime that bound 
him hand and foot when he iiccame a 
hired servant {My Apprenticeship ), 
and he vigorously resisted “thcorios” 
and “ideas” propounded by the intel¬ 
ligentsia which wero detrimental to 
the cause of the pi'ople (My Univer¬ 
sities), 

The trilogy shows us the most Im¬ 
portant stages in die growth and de¬ 
velopment of Alyosha Peshkov, who, 
rising from the ranks of the common 
people, went the long hard road lead¬ 
ing to Intellectual achievement, becom¬ 
ing at lost a creative artist and a fighter 
for freedom. 
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I 

On the floor 'beneath the window of a small, 
dusky room lay my lather, remarkably long and 
all dressed in white; the toes of his 'bare feet were 
strangely widespread, and the fingers of his gentle 
hands, now quietly crossed on his breust, wore like¬ 
wise distorted. The dark discs of copper coins closed 
his laughing eyes, his kind face hud become livid, 
and I was terrified by the glint of his set teeth. 

My mother, in a red skirl hut little else, was 
kneeling beside him, combing back his soft hair 
with the hlack comb I had used ns a sow to cut 
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through the rind ol watermelons. She kepi mut¬ 
tering something in a deep, hoarse voice; her grey 
eyes were swollen and seemed melting into large 
tears. 

My hand was being held by my grundmolber- 
a roundish woman with n large head, enormous 
eye3. and a funny, fleshy nose. She was all soft 
und dark and fascinating. She too was weeping, hut 
in a peeuliar way that formed a pleasant necompa- 
niment to my mother. Sho trembled all over and 
kept pushing me towards my father, hut I hung 
back, hiding behind her skirts. 1 was ufraid and 
uncomfortable. 

I had never before seen grownups cry and did 
not understand the words my grandmother kept 
saying to me: 

“Go take your leave of your daddy. You’ll never 
see him again. He’s died, my darling, before his 
lime, before his hour... 

I had just recovered finm a serious illness, 
during which my father—I remember that very 
well—had come and played with me merrily. 
But suddenly he disappeared and his place was 
taken by this strange woman who was my grand¬ 
mother, 

“Did you have to walk far to get here?” I 
asked her. 
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‘"I didn't walk, I rode. You don’t walk on the 
water, you fig,’' she answered. “I runic down from 
the Lower." higher up.” 

This sounded very funny and mixed up: higher 
up in our house lived some bearded, painted Persi¬ 
ans, while in the cellar lived an old yellow-skinned 
Kalmyk who sold sheepskins. You eould descend 
by sliding down the hanislcr, or by somersaulting 
it you fell ofT—1 knew this well enough. But where 
did the water eomc in? She was all wrong and 
crazily mixed up. 

"Why do you call me a fig?" 

“Because you’re so big," was her laughing 
retort. 

She had a kind, bright, lilting manner of 
speech. From the very first day she and I became 
great friends, and now I was anxious that we both 
get out of this room. 

My mother upset me. Her tears and wailing 
filled mo with unwonted alarms. 1 had never seen 
her like this before: ordinarily she was a stern 
woman, who wasted no words. Site was clean and 
smooth and large as a mare; she had a firm body 
and exceedingly strong hands. Bui now she was 
unpleasantly swollen and dishevelled, Her clothes 

13 'The Lower” is the English translation of "Nizhni” 

- j-hort form of "Nizlim-Novgurmf.”— Trims. 
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were tom, aud her hair, usually piled into such a 
neat, bright cap on-top of her head, was flowing 
over her bare shoulders and into her eyes, with one 
braid swinging into my father’s sleepiug face. I had 
been standing in the room for some time, hut not 
onee had she so much as glanced at me, absorbed 
as she was in comhing my father's hair and 
weeping. 

The soldier who was on duly glanced into the 
room, along with some dark-faced muzhiks. 

“Hurry and lay him out.’' rried the soldier 
irritably. 

The window was h ung with a dark shawl which 
blew out like a sail. Once when my father had 
taken me for a ride in a sailboat there had come 
an unexpected crash of thunder. My father had 
laughed, pressed me between his knees, and cried; 

“That’s all right, don’t be afraid, son!” 

Suddenly my mother sprang up heavily, then 
fell on her bade, her hair streaming over the floor, 
her sightless face livid, her teeth clenched like 
those of my father. 

“Lock the door—take Alexei out,” sire gaspod 
in an awful voice. 

My grandmother pushed me aside as she rushed 
toward the door. 

“Don’t be afraid, good people!” she cried, 
“Don’t touch her! Go away, for the love of Christ! 
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It's not the cholera! It’s the birth pains beginning! 
Take pity, good people!” 

I hid behind a Irtrak in a dark corner, from 
where [ could watch my mother writhing on tho 
floor, moaning and grinding her teeth, while my 
grandmother crawled about, murmuring tenderly 
and happily: 

"In the name of the Father and the Son! Try 
to bear it, Varyusha!® Holy Mother of God, merci¬ 
ful patron... 

1 was terrified. They kept moving about on ,thc 
floor near my father, groaning and crying and 
bumping into him, hut he lay there motionless, 
seeming to laugh at them. This kept up for a long 
lime. Several times my mother struggled ,to her feet, 
only to fall hack again; my grandmother bounced 
in and out of the room like a great black ball; 
suddenly a baby cried in the darkness. 

‘‘Thank God,” lireathed my grandmother. “A 
hoy!” 

She lighted a candle. 

I must have fallen asleep in the corner, for I 
remember nothing else. 

My next vivid recollection is of a deserted spot 
in a cemetery on a rainy day; I was standing on 

* The suffixes -sho, -yuaha, -osbka, -odika, added to 
proper names convoy a feeling of intimacy and affection, 
c.g,: Varyo—VuryuHho, Alexei—Alyosha.— Trans. 
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a slippery mound of cuilh gazing down the hole into 
which they were lowering my father’s coffin. Tim 
bottom of the hole was filled with water and frogs- 
two of them had jumped onto the yellow lid of the 
coffin. 

The only people at the grave were the dripping 
guard on duty, two grumpy muzhiks with spades, 
my grandmother and J, All of ns were bathed in a 
fine spray of rain. 

“Dig it in,” said the guard, moving away. 

My grandmother wept, covering her face with 
the ends of her shawl. The muzhiks bent over and 
threw the first spadefuls of dirt into the hole. The 
water splashed and the frogs began to leap against 
the walls of the grave, but the clumps of earth bout 
them back. 

“Gel away, Alyosha,” said my grandmother, 
taking me by live shoulder. I slipped out of her 
grasp, because T did not want to go away. 

“Oh Lord,” she sighed, in a tone which left 
some doubt as to whether she was complaining 
ahout me or the Lord. Fox a long time she stood 
there silent, with lowered head; even when the 
grave was entirely filled in she kept on standing 
there. 

The muzhiks packed the earth with tho backs 
of their spades; a wind rose and drove the rain 
away. Grandmother look me by the hand and led 
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inn Lo a distant nliurnh standing among a forest 
of dark crosses. 

“Why don’t you cry?” she asked me when we 
were outside the cemetery. “You ought to rry.” 

“I don’t feel like it.” I said. 

“Well, if you don’t feel like it, you needn’t,” 
she answered quietly. 

It was most surprising that, she should have 
told me to cry. I rarely cried, and then only when 
iny feelings were hurl--never from bodily pain. 
My father had always laughed at my tears, but my 
mother had shouted: 

“Don’t dare cry!” 

After thul we rode in u droshky down a wide, 
muddy street between dark red houses. 

“Won’t the frogs get out?” I asked. 

“No they won’t, God bless them,” she answered. 

Neither my mother nor father had ever spoken 
the name of Cod so frequently and with such 
familiaril). 

A Few days later my mother and grandmother 
and I were riding in the small cabin of a boat. 
My infant brother Maxim had died and was lying 
on the table in the comer wrapped in white tied 
with red tape, 

I sat on top of our trunks and bundles, looking 
out of the bulging window that reminded me of the 
eye of a horse. Murky, foaming water kepi running 



down tbo glass. Sometimes it would wush completely 
over it. Then I would involuntarily jump down to 
the floor. 

‘'Don’t be ufraid,” said my grandmother, lifting 
me up in her soft arms and putting use hack on the 
bundles. 

A moist grey fog hung over the water; every 
once in a while a dark strip of land somewhere in 
the distance would emerge from the fog, only to 
dissolve again. Everything about us was shaking. 
Only my mother stood firm and motionless, leaning 
againsL the wall with her hands behind 'her head, 
her eyes tightly closed. Her face was dark and grim 
and sightless. She never spoke a word, and seemed 
somehow new and different. Even the dress sho was 
wearing was unfamiliar to me. 

Every once in a while my grandmother would 
say to her softly: 

“If you’d only be having a bite to eat, Varynsba 
—just a wee bite... 

But my mother remained silent and motionless. 

Grandmother spoke to me in a whisper; she 
spoke a hit louder to my mother, but timidly and 
cautiously, and very rarely. It seemed to me that sho 
was afraid of my mother. I could understand this, 
and it drew me all the closer to my grandmother. 

"Saratov,” said my mother in an unexpectedly 
loud, harsh voice. "Where’s the sailor?” 
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Kveu her words wre strange arid unfamiliar 
“Saratov,” “the sailor.”... 

Into the cabin came a broad-shouldered, grcy- 
huired man dressed in blue and carrying u lilllc 
box. Grandmother look iL from him and began lo 
place ihc body of my brother in il. When she had 
finished she carried it lo the door on outstretched 
arms, but sho was so fat she could not gel through 
without turning sidewise, so she stood there non¬ 
plussed, looking very funny. 

“Oh, mother!” cried my own mother impa¬ 
tiently, taking the coflin out of her hands. Then 
they both disappeared and I remained in the cabin 
with the man in blue. 

“So your brother’s gone and left us,” he said, 
bending over me. 

“Who arc you?” 

“A sailor.” 

“And who’s Saratov?” 

“A city. Look out die window. There il is.” 

The land was moving past the window, dark 
and lumpy and wreathed in mist, reminding me of 
a large hunk of broad just rut from tho loaf. 

“Where did grnndmother go?” 

“To bury her grandson.” 

“Will they put him in the ground?” 

“Of course they will.” 

I told the sailor how they had dug in live frogs 
2 1160 n 



when they buried my father. He lifted ime in hie 
arms, hugged me light and kissed me. 

“Ah, sonny, it’s no! much you understand yet!” 
he said. “It’s not the frogs are to be pitied—-the 
devil with them—it’s your mother. Just look what 
grief’s done to her!” 

There was suddenly a greaL shrieking and blow¬ 
ing up above, but I knew it was the steamboat and 
was not afraid. The sailor put me down hurriedly 
and rushed out, saying as he went: 

“Have to be off!” 

I also wanted Lo be off. I went out of the cabin. 
There was nobody in the dark, narrow passage. 
Not fur from the door I could see ,tho glitter of 
brass on the stairs. I looked up and caught sight of 
people with baggage and bundles in their bauds. It 
was clear that everyone was leaving the boat, which 
meant that I loo must leave. 

But when 1 reached llie deck in the midst of all 
the muzhiks at the gangplank, people began shouting 
at me: 

“Who are you? Who do you belong lo?” 

“I don’t know.” 

For a long time they pushed me and shoved me 
and felt me. At last the grey-haired sailor appeared 
and said: 

“He’s from Astrakhan—came out of liis 
cabin... 
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lie picked me up and run bark to the cabin, 
where he jml me up on the bundles and shook bis 
finger at me. 

‘"I’ll give it to you!” he threatened ns be 
went out. 

Gradually Lhe bustle overhead quieted down, 
the steumcr stopped trembling, the splashing of the 
water ceased. A wet wall blocked tbe window of the 
cabin; it became dark and sLuffy, and tlio bundles 
seemed to swell up and crowd me out. What if they 
left me here on this empty steamer for good? 

I went to the door. It was shut tight and I was 
unable to turn the brass knob. I look u bottle of 
milk and swung it at the knob with all my force. 
The bottle smashed and the milk flowed over my 
feel and into my boots. 

Crushed by my failure, f lay down on lhe 
bundles and cried myself to sleep. 

When I woke up the steamer was once more 
trembling, the water splashing, and the window of 
the cabin was shining like the sun. My grandmother 
was silting beside me combing her hair and frown¬ 
ing as site muttered something to herself. She had 
an amazing quantity of blue-block hair which fell 
thickly over her shoulders, breast and knees, sweep¬ 
ing down to the floor. With one hand site lifted it 
off the floor and held it light, while with the oilier 
she forced a coarse wooden comb through the heavy 
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strands; her mouth was screwed up, her dark eyes 
Hashed with anger, und 'hex face looked lit lie and 
amusing in that mass of hair. 

Sho seemed in u had mood loday, but when l 
asked her why she had such long hair, her voice was 
as soft and friendly as il had been the day before. 

“Most likely a visitation from the Lord—‘Here, 
spend your days combing this accursed mane!’ In 
my youth I vaunted it; in my age I curse il. But 
get hack to sleep, child. It’s early yet—the sun’s 
scarce up.” 

“I don’t want to sleep uny more.” 

“Well don’t, if you’re not wanting to,” she 
agreed, braiding her hair and glancing at the couch 
where my mother lay on her hack straight ns an 
arrow. “How did you he brenkiug that bottle yesler- 
day? Speak soft.” 

She had a peculiar way of singing her words 
that made it easy for me to remember them—words 
as vivid and luscious as flowe.rs. When sho smiled, 
the irises of her dark eyes expanded and shone with 
an inexpressible light; her smile revealed strong 
white teeth, and in spite of the numerous wrinkles 
on her swarthy cheeks, hex whole face seemed young 
and bright. It was spoiled only by her (lesihy, Ted- 
tipped nose with its flaring nostrils. She look snuff 
from a black silver-embossed box. Everything about 
her was dark, but through her eyes one glimpsed 
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the warm, cheerful, unquenchable light which illu¬ 
mined her from within. She was stout, and so bent 
as to be almost hunchbacked, but she moved about 
with the ease and agility of a large cut. And she 
was just ns soft ns that affectionate animal. 

It seemed that until her arrival I had boon 
sleeping, hidden away in the darkness. But tilio came 
and woke me up and led mo oul into the light. 
She spun ail my surroundings into a single, un¬ 
broken thread, then wove it into multicoloured lace; 
she immediately became my friend for life, the one 
who wus nearest and dearest to me, and the otic I 
most understood. Her selfless love of life enriched 
me and gave me the strcnglh to cope with my hard 
future. 

Steamboats moved slowly forty years ago. It 
look us a long time to reach Nizhni-Novgorod, and 
I well remember those first days, drenched with 
beauly. 

The weather was fine, and from morning to 
night I was up on deck with my grandmother, 
floating there beneath the bright sky, between the 
banks of the Volga embroidered with the golden 
silk of autumn. The rust-coloured boat with a barge 
in tow moved lazily against the current, nosing its 
way with a gentle slapping of paddles through the 
grcy-bluc water. The barge was grey and resembled 
a water bug. The sun stole imperceptibly above the 
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Volga; every hour brought something new—every¬ 
thing about us changed. The green hills were folds 
in the rich raiment of the earth. Towns and villages 
seemed made of gingorbread as they passed in the 
distance; golden autumn leaves floated: on the water. 

“Just sec how wonderful it is!' 5 my grandmother 
kept exclaiming as she moved from one side of'thc 
deck to the other, her face radiant, her eyes dilated 
with joy. 

Often she would stand looking at the shore quite 
oblivious of my presence, her hands crossed on her 
breast, her lips curved in a smile, her eyes filled 
with tears. Then I would tug at her dark, flowered 
skirt. 

“Eli?"’ she would say, pulling herself together. 
“Like as if I was asleep and having a dream.” 

“What are you crying about?” 

‘That’s from happiness, my lad, from feeble¬ 
ness, my darling,” she would say with a smile. “It’s 
an old one I am now, with more than three-score 
summers behind....” 

Then she would take a pinch of snuff and begin 
to tell me fantastic stories about saints and animals 
and kind robbers, and dark powers. 

She told her tales in a quiet, mysterious voice, 
her face close to mine, gazing into my eyes with 
dilated pupils as though she were pouring into my 
heart a stream of strength to support me. She sang. 
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rather than spoke, and the further she went, tire 
more rhythmic became her style. It was an inex¬ 
pressible joy to listen to her, and when she had 
finished a tale I would cry: 

“Go on!” 

“And then it was like this: under the stove sat 
the hearth goblin, a splinter of noodle in his paw. 
Rocking he sal, and moaning: Oh, little mice, little 
mice! Oh, I shall die, little mice!” 

She grabbed up her own fool and sat rocking 
back and forth with her face all screwed up us 
though she were lire sufferer. 

Sailors gathered round—good-natured, bearded 
men—and they laughed as they listened, and praised 
her and also asked for (more. 

“Go on, granny, tell us another!” 

And then they would say: 

“Come along and have supper with us.” 

At supper they would treat her to vodka and 
me to watermelon and cantaloupe; that was all 
done on the sly, for there was a man on board who 
forbade the eating of fruit. If he caught anyone 
with fruit he would grab it away and toss it into 
the river. He was dressed like a guard, with brass 
buttons down his uniform, and was always drunk. 
People hid from him. 

My mother rarely came up on deck and in 
general avoided us. She remained as silent as ever. 
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To this day I remember her tall, handsome figure, 
her grim, dark face crowned by lair braids— 
all of her powerfulness and hier hardness, seen 
as though through a fog, or a bright oloml. And 
across the years comes the unfriendly gleam of 
her grey eyes, as enormous as those of my grand¬ 
mother. 

One day she said sternly: 

“You make a laughingstock of yourself, mu.'’ 

“Let the folks be laughing, if they like,” replied 
my grandmother good-naturedly, “ft’s a world of 
good it’ll be doing them!” 

I remember my grundmolker’s childlike joy on 
catching sight of Nizhni. “Look, look how fine it 
is!” she cried as she grabbed me by die hand and 
pushed me toward the rail. “There’s your Nizhni 
for you! What a beauty! Look at the domes of ihe 
churches—as if they was flying!” She turned to my 
mother almost in tears. “Take a look, Varyusha! 
You’ve most forgot it, 1 reckon. Drink in lire joy 
of it!” 

Mother smiled gloomily. 

The steamer came to a halt opposite the lovely 
city. It slopped in the middle of the river, which 
was crowded with ships and bristling with hundreds 
of masts. A large boal filled with people approached 
our steamer and hooked on to the lowered gung- 
plank. up which the people climbed to our deck. 
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At the head of them rushed u lean lit lie old man 
in u long Mark coal. He liad green eyes, a hooked 
nose, and n heard red as gold. 

“Father!” called my mo liter in a loud voice, 
throwing herself into his arms. He seized her head 
in his liLtle red hands and began stroking her cheeks 
and squealing excitedly. 

“Eh, eli, you silly! Ha! So here you are! Ah-li. 
lek, lek, lek!” 

Grandmother hugged and kissed everybody all 
at once, whirling about like a propeller. 

“Here, quick,” she said, pushing me toward 
the people. “This is Uncle Mikhailo; this is Yakov, 
here’s Aunt Natalya; and lhr,so hoys arc cousins— 
both named Sasha; and cousin Katerina; all our 
tribe—just look how many!” 

“How arc you, mother?” my grandfather asked 

her. 

They kissed each other throe times. 

Then my grandfather snatched me out of the 
crowd and said, with his hand on my head: 

“And who might you bo?” 

“I’m from Astrakhan, out of tire cabin.” 

“What’s that he’s saying?” asked my grand¬ 
father, turning to my mother. But then he pushed 
me along without waiting for an answer. “Got his 
father’s cheekbones,” he observed. “Get down into 
iho boat.” 
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We rode Lo shore and climbed up ike cobbled 
road between two high embankments covered with 
yellow, trampled grass. 

My grandfather walked up ahead with my 
mother. He came only to her shoulder and took 
quick little steps, while she glanced down on him 
from above and seemed to float through the air. 
Behind them walked my uncles without speaking: 
Mikhail, with black, straight hair and a body as 
thin as my grandfather’s; Yakov, with blond, curly 
hair. Then came some fat women in bright-coloured 
dresses, and about six children, all of them older 
than me and very quiet. I walked with my grand¬ 
mother and little Aunt Natalya. She was pale and 
blue-eyed and had an enormous holly. Every once 
in. a while she would slop lo catch her breath and 
murmur: 

“Oh, I oan’t go another step.” 

“Why did they have to bring you along?” 
muttered my grandmother angrily. “A stupid tribe 1" 

I did not like cither the children or the grownups 
and felt like a stranger among them. Even my grand¬ 
mother seemed to have faded and become distant. 

I especially disliked my grandfather, immedi¬ 
ately sensing an enemy. He roused in me a wary 
curiosity, and I paid him particular attention. 

We Tcached ihe end of the climb. Built against 
the right embankment at the very top stood a low, 
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one-sloriod house from which the street took its 
beginning. Il was painted a dirLy pink und had 
bulging windows with dm roof pulled down low 
over them. Il seemed largo when I viewed it from 
outside, but inside the rooms were little and dark 
and crowded. Irritable people kept milling through 
them, like on the sLeanicr just before docking; chil¬ 
dren llockcd about like thievish sparrows, and the 
entire house was permeated wiLh an acrid, un¬ 
familiar odour. 

I found myself out in the yard, which was no 
more pleasant. Vats filled with think, coloured water 
stood about everywhere, while hugo cloths were 
strung up on lines to dry. From a low, ramshackled 
shed in one corner came the glow of a wood fire 
in a stove; something was boiling and bubbling and 
an invisible person was pronouncing strange words 
in a loud voice: 

‘'Sanlalin—magenta—sulphuric acid....” 

n 

This was the beginning of a swift, eventful, and 
inexpressibly strange life. I remember it like a 
sombre tale told by a good genius who was yel 
painfully realistic. Now, as I recall the past, I some¬ 
times have difficulty in believing that it was really 
like llial; 1 am inclined Lo refute and protest many 
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ol the facts, so dark and cruel was the life of this 
“stupid tribe,” 

But the truth is beyond all commiseration, and 
it is not about mysolf I am writing, hut about the 
stifling and horrifying surroundings in which the 
ordinary Russian lived and still lives. 

My grandfather's house wus filled with hot 
vapours of hostility—the hostility of ouch toward 
all. The older people were completely poisoned by 
it. and even the children were contaminated. Lator 
I learned from my grandmother's stories that my 
mother had arrived just at a lime when her brothers 
were demanding that their father divide his property 
among them. The unexpected return of my mother 
made this demand more urgent. They were afraid 
she would ask for the dowry which my grandfather 
had withheld because she had married “self-willed,'’ 
without his approval. My uncles claimed that this 
dowry should be divided between them. For some 
lime they had been carrying on a bitter argument 
as to which of them should open up a shop in the 
eity, and which in the settlement of Krmavino, on 
the other side of the Oku River. 

Soon after our arrival a quarrel broke out in 
the kitchen while we were having dinner. My uncles 
suddenly jumped up and leaned across the table, 
yelling and shouting in my grandfnlber’s face, 
haring their teeth and shaking themselves like dogs. 
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My grandfather struck the table with liis spoon, 
turned red in the face, and shrieked hoarsely: 

“I’ll turn you out to beg in the streets!” 

With a painful grimace, my gruuduiolhcr said: 

“(live them everything, father, (do ahead and 
give it them, and huve some peace.” 

“Tut, you conuivor!” he cried with Hashing eyes. 
It seemed strange that anyone as small as he 
could shout so deufcningly. 

My mother rose and' walked slowly to the 
window, where she stood with her back to all of 
them. 

Suddenly Uncle Mikhail gave his brother a 
smashing blow in the face. The latter let out a howl, 
grabbed his broLher, and the two of them went 
rolling across the floor, panting and grunting and 
swearing. 

The children began to cry; my pregnant Aunt 
Natalya let out a despairing wail; mother seized 
her in both arms and led her away; Yevgenia, the 
jolly, pock-marked nanny, chased the children out 
of the kitchen; chairs crashed; apprentice Tsiganok 
straddled 1 Uncle Mikhail's hack, while Grigori Iva¬ 
novich, a mangy, bearded master-workman in dark 
glasses, calmly lied his hands with a towel. 

My uncle scraped his thin black beard across 
the floor and let out horrible hoarse sounds. 

“Brothers, ha! Blood brothers! Phooh, what 
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people!” cried my grandfather as lie run around 
the table. 

At the very beginning of the argument [ had 
been frightened up onto the stove, from where 1 
watched my grandmother wash the blood from 
Uncle Yakov’s battered face. He wept and stamped 
his feet, while she said despairingly: 

“Come to your senses, you accursed' ones! What 
a wild tribe!” 

My grandfather shouted at her as he pulled at 
his lorn shirt: 

“So these are the brutes you brougliL into the 
world, you old witch!” 

When Uncle Yakov went out, she cowered into 
a corner. 

“Holy Mother of God,” she wailed, “please to 
give my children some sense!” 

My grandfather stood with his eyes glued to the 
table where every tiling was spilled and overturned. 

“Belter keep your eye on those sons of yours, 
mother,” he said quietly, “or they’ll be doing away 
-with Varvara....” 

“God knows what you’re saying! Here, take off 
your shirt so’s I can be mending it.” Site took his 
face in her hands and kissed him on the forehead, 
while he, so much shorter, buried his head on her 
shoulder, 
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“Looks like I bclLer divide up, mother.” 

“Yes, father.” 

They spoko together for n long time. Al first 
their conversation was amiable, hut soon grand¬ 
father began pawing the floor like a cock before 
a fight and' shaking his finger at my grandmother. 

“1 know you all right; you think more of them 
than you do of me,” he complained in a loud 
whisper. “Bui thnL Mikhail of yours is a hypocrite, 
and lhaL Yakov an infidel! Thcy’H squander all 
1 own—they’ll swill it all down!” 

With a clumsy movement of my shoulder, I 
knocked down a flatiron which went clattering off 
the stove and landed in the slop bucket. My grand¬ 
father sprang up, yanked me towards him, and 
stared into my face as though ho were seeing me for 
lire first time. 

“Who pul you up tlvero on the stove? Your 
mother?” 

“I climbed up myself.” 

“You’re lying.” 

“No I’m not. I was scared.” 

He pushed me and gave me a whaok over the 
forehead. 

“The image of your father! Get out!” 

I was only loo glad to get out of that kitchen. 

I could see very well that my grandfather kept 
following me with his sharp green eyes, and I was 
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afraid of him. J remember Ibal I was always trying 
to hide from those scaring eyes. It seemed' to me 
that he was mean; he addressed everyone in a tone 
that was offensive and sarcastic, taking delight in 
teasing and provoking people. 

“Phooh, what people!” he was lond of saying, 
and the sound of that long-drawn-out “oo” always 
made me feel chilled and forlorn. 

During the tea hour in tho evening, when my 
grandfather and uncles and the workmen left the 
shop and came wearily into the kitchen, their hands 
stained with dye and raw with acid, their hair tied 
back with tape, making them resemble the dark 
icons in the corner of the kitchen—daring that dan¬ 
gerous hour my grandfather sut opposite me and 
made his other grandchildren envious by speaking 
to me more often than to them. There was something 
very right about him, very smooth and neatly chis¬ 
elled. In spite of the fact that his embroidered satin 
vest was old and w r orn, his cotton shirt wrinkled, his 
pants patched at the knees, hr gave the impression 
of being cleaner, better dressed and better looking 
than his sons, who wore suit coats, starched cuffs, 
and silk neckerchiefs. 

A few days after our arrival he set me to learning 
my prayers. All the other children were older and 
had already been taught to read and write by the 
deacon of the Uspensky Cathedral, a church whose 
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golden domes could be seen from ihe windows of 
our bouse. 

I was taught by my quiet, timorous Aunt Na¬ 
talya, who had the face of a child and such trans¬ 
parent eyes that it seemed possible to look straight 
through them to the back of her head. 

1 loved to sit und stare at her without blinking. 
This made her uneasy, and she would narrow her 
eyes, twist her head, and ask in a voice that was 
almosL a whisper: 

“Do say this, please, ‘Our father who art... ” 

“What docs it moan, ‘who art’?” 

“Don’t ask,” she would reply, glancing furtively 
about. “It only makes it worse if you adt. Simply 
repeal after me, ‘Our father...Well?” 

I could not understand why asking would only 
make iL worse. Tin; words “who art” took on a secret 
meaning, and I purposely distorted them: 

“Who heart,” “Whose heart....” 

Rut my while-faoed aunt, who seemed to be 
slowly melting awuy, would patiently correct me. 

“No, just say it simply, like this—‘who art.’.. 

Rut neither she herself nor the words she spoke 
wore simple. This annoyod mo and made it difficult 
to remember the pruyer. ' 

One day my grandfuther checked up on niy 
activities. 

“Well, Alexei,” he said. “What you been doing 
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today? Playing? See Uini from the lump on your 
forehead. Don’t have to be very smart to gel a lump 
on your forehead, but what about learning ‘Our 
Father’?” 

“He has a bad memory,” whispered my aunt. 

My grandfather laughed and raised his red 
eyebrows. 

“If that’s the ease, have to give him a licking. 
Your father ever lick you?” he asked, turning 
to me. 

I did not understand what he was talking about, 
so I remained silent. 

“Maxim never beat the child and forbade me 
to,” answered my mother. 

“How’s that?” 

“He said that beatings never taught anybody 
anything.” 

“He was a fool, that Maxim, may his soul rest 
in peace!” answered my grandfather testily. 

His words offended me, and he noticed this. 

“What you pouting about? Belter watch your 
step! Sasha’s going to get a nice lillle ripping up 
on Saturday on account of that thimble,” he said, 
smoothing back his red and silver hair. 

“How will you do it?” I asked. 

Everybody laughed, and my grandfather replied: 

“Just wait and you’ll find out.” 

I hid in the corner and began to figure it out: 
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to rip meant to take apart the clothes brought lo 
be dyed, but to lick and Lo beat apparently meant 
idle same thing. People beat horses and dogs and 
cals, and in Astrakhan the soldiers beat the Persians 
—I had seen that with my own eyes. But I had never 
seen anyone beat little children. To be sure, my 
uncles sometimes gave their children a whack over 
the forehead or the back of the head, but the victims 
seemed not lo mind, simply rubbing the sore spot a 
bit and theu forgetting it. Sometimes I would ask 
them if it hurt. 

“Not the least little,” they would answer bravely. 

I knew about the famous incident with the 
thimble. Between tealime and supper, my uncles 
and the master-workman would sow together pieces 
of dyed cloth into one length and attach the card¬ 
board tags. As a joke on the half-blind Crigori, 
Uncle Mikhail told his nine-year-old nephew lo heat 
the workman’s thimble over the candle. Sasha held 
the thimble over the flame with a pair of tongs until 
it was red hot, then he placed it near Grigori and 
hid behind the stove. Bui at that moment my grand¬ 
father come in, sat down lo work, and picked up the 
hot thimble. 

I remember running into the kitchen lo see what 
all the noise was about and finding my grandfather 
jumping comically about, holding his ear with his 
burnt fingers and shouting: 
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“Who did this, you harum-scarums?” 

Uncle Mikhail was bending over the table push¬ 
ing the thimble about with his finger and blowing 
on it; Grigori was sewing imperturbably, the shad¬ 
ows licking across his huge bald pate; Uncle Yakov 
came running in and slipped behind the stove to 
hide his laughter; my grandmother began to grate n 
raw potato for a poultice. 

“It’s Yakov’s Sasha did it,” said Uncle Mikhail 
all of a sudden. 

“That’s a lie,” cried Yakov, jumping out from 
behind the stove. 

From somewhere in the corner his son began 
to bawl. 

“Don’t bclievo him, papa!” ho culled. “Tie told 
me to do it!” 

My uncles began to quarrel. Immediately my 
grandfather calmed down, placed the poultice on 
his finger, and went oul without a word, taking me 
with him. 

Everyone said thaL Uncle Mikhail was to blame. 
It was only natural dial during tea I should ask if 
he was to be ripped and beaten. 

“He ought to be,” muttered my grandfather, 
glancing askance at me. 

Uncle Mikhail pounded the table with his hand 
and shouted at my mother: 
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“If you don’t take that puppy of yours in hand, 
Varvara, I’ll screw his head off!” 

“You just try laying a finger on him!” answered 
my mother. 

Everyone was silent. 

She had the knack of throwing people back with 
a few short words that were utterly squelching. 

I could see that everyone was afraid of my 
mother; even my grandfather addressed her in a 
different tone—quieter than the one he used with 
others. This pleased me. 

“My mother's the strongest of all!” I would 
boast to my cousins. 

They never denied it. 

But what happened on the next Saturday shook 
my opinion of my mother. 

By Saturday I too had managed to get into 
trouble. 

I was fascinated by the way the grownups 
changed the colour of cloth. They would take some¬ 
thing yellow, dip it in black water, and the material 
would come out dark blue—“indigo.” Or they would 
rinse something grey in reddish water and it would 
come out dark red—“mulberry.” All very simple, 
but incomprehensible. 

I nursed a secret longing to try my hand at 
dyeing, and I confided this to Yakov’s Sasha, a 



polite, serious boy who was always trailing tire 
grownups, offering them his services. Everyone but 
my grandfather praised him for being smart and 
obliging. 

“Phooh, the little toady!” the old man would 
say, glancing contemptuously at the boy. 

Yakov’s Sasha was dark and skinny, with bulg¬ 
ing eyes, like a crab. He spoke in a hushed, hurried 
voice, half swallowing his words and glancing fur¬ 
tively about as though ho were planning to run off 
and hide. Usually his brown eyes were immobile, 
but when be was excited the very eyeballs seemed to 
tremble. 

I did not like him. I liked Mikhail’s Sasha much 
belter, in spile of the fact that he was inconspicuous 
and something of a dolt. He was quint and huil bis 
mother’s sad eyes and winning smile. His teeth were 
very ugly—they protruded from his mouth and grew 
in a double row in his upper jaw. This kept him 
busy: be had his fingers constantly in his mouth 
trying to loosen and yank out the teeth in the back 
row; he meekly permitted anyone who wished to. 
feel them. But I could find nothing else of interest 
about him. He was always alone in the over-crowded 
house, sitting off by himself in somo dark corner 
or spending his evenings at tho window. It was' 
pleasant to say no tiling when you were with himi— 
to ait close beside him at the window and 'say 
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nothing for a whole hour, watching the daws wheel 
and plane about, the Uspensky Cathedral, whose 
golden domes stood out in fine relief against the 
red glow of the sunset. The birds would soar and 
plunge, then suddenly spread a black net across the 
fading sky and disappear, leaving a vast emptiness 
bohind them. When you watch something like this 
you have no desire to speak, for your breast is full 
of an aching pleasure. 

Uncle Yakov’s Sasha, on the other hand, could 
speak at length and impressively about anything, 
like a grownup. When he found out that I was 
anxious to learn the dyeing trade, he advised me to 
take the Sunday tablecloth out of tho sideboard and 
dye it dark blue. 

“White things lake the colour better than any 
others, I’m sure of that,” he said very seriously. 

I dragged out the heavy tablecloth and ran into 
the yard with it, but scarcely had I dipped one end 
of it into the vat containing “indigo” than Tsiganok 
threw himself upon me, grabbed the tablecloth out 
of my hands, wrung it in his enormous paws; and 
shouted to my cousin who was watching from the 
shed: 

“Run for your grandmother!” 

He turned to me and shook his tousled head 
ominously. 

“You’ll get it for this all right,” he said. 
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My grandmother hurried out. She gasped when 
she saw Lhe mischief, and even wept a few tears as 
she scolded me in hex funny way: 

“Oh you Pennyak, you, with your cabbage ears! 
You ought to gel picked up and Hopped down some- 
whercs on the other side!” 

Then began to plead with Tsiganok: 

“Don’t you he telling his grandfather, Vanya! 
I’ll hide it away and maybe it’ll pass over some¬ 
how. .. 

“You needn’t worry about me, hut you better 
see that Sasha don’t go squealing,” replied Vanya 
anxiously, wiping his wet hands on his stained 
apron. 

“I’ll give him a coin to close his mouth,” said 
my grandmother as she led me into the house. 

On Saturday, just before vespers, somebody 
took me into the kitchen. It was dark and quiet there. 
I remember that the doors into the cnlranceway and 
the other rooms were tightly closed, that the autumn 
evening lurked grey and misty beyond the windows 
where the rain was murmuring. On a bench in front 
of the black mouth of the stove sat Tsiganok, un- 
wontedly sullen; my grandfather was standing at a 
tub in the comer pulling long birch wands out of 
the water, measuring them, slacking them together, 
and flicking them through the air with a great swish. 
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My grandmother was standing somewhere in the 
shadow, loudly sniffing tobacco and muttering: 

“Enjoys it, the brute... 

Yakov’s Sasha was sitting on a chair in the 
middle of the kitchen digging his fists into his eyes 
and wailing like an old beggarman: 

“Forgive me, for the love of Christ... 

Uncle Mikhail’s Sasha and his sister stood next 
to each other behind the table, stiff as posts. 

“I’ll forgive you after you’ve had your deserts,” 
answered my grandfather, running a long, wet wand 
through his list. “Woll, lake down your pants.” 

He spoke calmly, and neither the sound of his 
voice nor the movements oi the boy on the squeaking 
chair, nor the shuffling of my grandmother’s feet, 
violated the unforgettable silence of that shadowy 
kitchen beneath the low, smoke-grimed ceiling. 

Sasha got up, unfastened his pants, dropped 
them to his knees, and stumbled toward the bench, 
all bent over. It was awful to watch him—my own 
knees started trembling. 

But it was even worse when he meekly lay face 
down on the bench and Vanya tied him under the 
armpits and around the neck with a long towel, then 
bent over and hold him by the ankles. 

“Alexei!” called my grandfather. “Come closer! 
Well, who am I talking to? This is what is meant 
by a ripping—have a good look! One!. ..” 
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With a short swing oI his arm he brought the 
wand down on Sasha’s bare body. The boy yelped. 

“Don’t prelend,” said my grandfather. ‘That 
didn’t hurl! But this one will!” 

He gave him a lash that immediately brought 
a flush to the shin and letL a nasty red welt. My 
cousin gave a long howl. 

“Don’t like it?” asked my grandfather, rhyth¬ 
mically moving his arm up and down. “Not to your 
taste? Here’s your thimble for you!” 

Whenever he raised his arm something inside 
my hreasl was lifted along with it, and whenever 
he dropped his arm it was us if I too had fallen. 

Sasha wailed in a high, thin voice that was hor¬ 
rid to hear. 

“I won’t do it again. Didn’t I tell you about the 
tablecloth? It waB me who told... 

‘Telling tales won’t clear you. The tattletale 
gets the first lashing. Now it’s your turn for die 
tablecloth!” 

My grandmother threw herself at me and 
snatched me up. 

“You’ll not be touching Alexei! I’ll not let you, 
you brute!” 

She 'began to kick at the door. 

"Varvara! Varvara!” she shouted. 

My grandfather rushed over, knocked her off 
her feet, grabbed me and hauled me to the bench. 
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1 struggled in his urms, pulled his red beard, and 
hit his finger. He roared and squeezed me and finally 
threw me down on the bench so that I struck my 
face. I remember his crying wildly: 

‘‘Tie him down! I’ll kill him!” 

And I remember iny mother’s white face and 
her enormous eyes. She kept running back and forth 
in front of the bench. 

“Stop it, father! Let him go!" she gasped. 

My grandfather heat me until I lost conscious¬ 
ness. For several days after that I was ill and lay 
face down on a wide, hot bed in a little room with 
one window in it and a little red light which was 
kept constantly burning in the icon comer. 

The days of my illness were important days of 
my life. During that lime I seemed to suddenly grow 
older and develop a new quality—that of being 
deeply concerned about all people. It was as though 
the Bkin had been torn off my heart, making it un¬ 
bearably sensitive to every injury, iny own or 
another’s. 

First of all, I was shocked by the quarrel which 
look place between my mother and grandmother. In 
this liny room my big, black grandmother swooped 
down upon my mother, forcing her into the icon 
corner and hissing: 

“Why didn’t you snatch him away, eh?” 
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“I was frightened.” 

“A big creature like you! For shame, Varvara! 
Old as I be, I had no fear! For very shame!” 

“Leave me alone, ma! I’m sink of it!” 

“You’re not a-loving of him! Not a-pitying of 
the poor little orphan! ” 

“I’m an orphan myself—for all my life!” said 
my mother in a loud, pained voice. 

Then Lhey both began to cry, silting on the trunk 
in the comer. 

“If it wasn’t for Alexei I’d go away—somewhere 
far away!” said my mother. “I can’t go on living 
in this hell. I can’t, ma! I haven’t the strength!” 

“Ah, child of my flesh, my own heart 1” whis¬ 
pered my grandmother. 

Now I knew: my mother was not strong after 
all; she, like all the others, was afraid of my grand¬ 
father. And I was responsible for keeping her here 
in this house where she could not bear to live. This 
thought was depressing. Actually my mother disap¬ 
peared soon after that. She went visiting somewhere. 

One day my grandfather came to see me. all of 
a sudden, as though he had dropped down from the 
ceiling. He sat on the edge of the bed and felt my 
head with fingers cold as ice. 

“How do you do, young man.... Co ahead and 
answer me—don’t hold a grudge. Well, what?” 

I felt like kicking him, but it hurt to move. His 
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hair seemed redder Ihan ever; he kept nodding his 
head uneasily while his bright eyes roved over the 
walls. Out of his pocket he took a gingerbread goat, 
two candy trumpets, an apple, and some raisins, and 
placed them on the pillow ncxL to my nose. 

“Sec, I’ve brought you some presents.” 

He bent down and kissed mo on the forehead; 
then he began talking, stroking miy forehead the 
while with his rough little hand stained a bright 
yellow, especially around his crooked, bird-like 
nails. 

“Gave you a little more than your share this 
lime, sonny. I was so mad—you bit me and 
scratched me and—well, I jusL lost my temper. But 
it’s not so bad that you got an overdose this time— 
we’ll count it to your credit next time. You just 
remember one tiling—when your own folks do the 
boating, it’s no offence—just n good lesson! But 
don’t let others touch you—only your own folks— 
they don’t count. Think I didn’t take nry share in 
my day? In your worst dreams you couldn’t imagine 
die way they beat me, Alyosha! They beat me so 
hard it must have made the Lord God weep to watch 
them. And what came of it? Just look at me now— 
me, llie orphan, son of a beggarwomun—head of a 
whole workshop, ordering people around.” 

He pressed toward me with his lean, well-built 
body, and began to loll me about his childhood. 
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skilfully piling his hard words 011 c on lop of ihe 
oilier. 

His green eyes Hashed and his hair bristled with 
gold as he trumpeted itilo my face: 

“You came here on a slearner. The steam 
brought you here, but when I was young it was my 
own strength I pilled against the Volgu, pulling Lhc 
barges. The barge in the waler—me on the bank, 
barefoot, over the sharp stones and ihe boulders, 
keeping it up from sunrise to nightfall, the sun 
streaming down till it made your head feel like an 
iron pot with something boiling inside, and you 
all bent over like a hairpin—your bones creaking— 
going on and on, not seeing where, the sweat stream¬ 
ing into your eyes, your heart moaning, your lips 
groaning—ah yes, Alyosha, you have nothing to 
complain about! On and on you go until you fall 
out of the harness, your face buried in the earth and 
you glad of it, for at least it means the strength has 
passed clean out of you, to the last drop. And there 
you lay 'til it’s time to pass on or pass out, and 
little difference it makes which. That’s how wo lived 
in the eyes of God, in the eyes of our blessed Lord 
Christ Jesus! ... Three limes I measured the length 
of Mother Volga in such wise: from Simbirsk to 
Rybinsk, from Saratov to here, and from Astrakhan 
to Makaryev, to the fair—trails covering many 
thousands of versts! But in the fourth year 1 was 
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promoted to bailer—the boss could sec I was more 
Ilian the ordinary run!” 

As he spoke, he seemed to grow before my eyes 
like a cloud, changing from a lean little old man 
into a hero of fabulous strength—one who single- 
handed hauled a huge grey barge against the cur¬ 
rent of the great river. 

Sometimes he would jump off the bed and dem¬ 
onstrate how the burlahs ° walked in their harness 
and how they bailed out the waLer; he would sing 
unfamiliar songs in a bass voice, then once more 
spring youthfully back onto the bed, a wondrous 
creature who went on talking in a voice which grew 
ever deeper and more convincing. 

“But in spite of it all, Alexei, when w»’d come 
to a halt on a summer’s evening, in Zhiguli, and 
build a campfire at the foot of a green hill—oh, 
those were die times, Alexei! While the porridge 
was boiling, some burlak would start up a soulful 
song for his heart’s ease, and the rest of us would 
join in—oh, but it’d make your very flesh creep to 
hear us, and the Volga herself seemed to gather 
speed, like a horse, rearing and charging to tho very 
heavens! Then all our troubles were swept away 
like dust before tho wind; in our singing we’d forget 
even tho porridge until it went sizzling over into 

* Haulers of barges.—Trans, 
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the (ire, and then it was a healing over the head the 
cook would get—‘have your song, hut don’t forget 
your job!’ ” 

Several times people came to the door and 
called him, but I would always plead: 

“Don’t go yet!” 

He would laugh and wave his hand. 

“Let them wail,” ho would call. 

He wont on telling ine tales until evening, and 
when he bid me an affectionate farewell and left, I 
knew that grandfather was neither mean nor terri¬ 
fying. Il was painful to remember that it was he 
who had beaten me ao cruelly, yet I could not 
forget it. 

My grandfuther’s visit opened the door to every¬ 
one else, and from morning to night someone was 
silting at my bedside, trying in every way to amuse 
me. I remember that these attempts were not always 
successful. My grandmother came more often than 
anyone else; she even slept with me. But the one 
who left the deepest impression on my mind wus 
Tsiganok. He came in the evening—a stocky, broad- 
shouldered fellow with a huge head covered with 
dark, curly hair. He was all dressed up in his Sun¬ 
day clothes, consisting of a honey-coloured silk 
shirt, wide plush trousers, and squeaky hoots that 
wrinkled about his ankles like an accordion. His 
hair shone, his slanting eyes Hashed merrily from 
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under heavy brows, his whiLe teeth gleamed from 
under the black line of his young moustache, and 
his shirt glowed, softly relleotlng the red light, of the 
icon lamp. 

“Take a look,” lie said, pulling up the sleeve 
of his shirt to reveal a network of red scars on his 
hare arm. “See how swollen it is? But it was even 
worse; they've almo3L healed. 

“I could sco your grandad wus crazy with fury, 
like hi beat you to death, so I put my arm under 
the whip in die hope it would break. Ihcit your 
grandad would have to get a new one, giving your 
granny or your modier a chance to snatch you away. 
But it didn’L break—too well soaked. But still I 
spared you some of the lashes—you can see for 
yourself how many. I’m a slick one, I am!” 

He gave a soft, silky laugh. 

“f felt so sorry for you I couldn’t breathe,” ho 
added, glancing once more at his swollen arm. “I 
could see it would turn out had, but there he kept 
on, swinging away... 

He snorted like a horse and tossed his head and 
hegan to pass remarks about my grandfather with a 
childliko simplicity that immediately won my sym¬ 
pathy. 

I told him that I loved him very much, and he 
answered with dm same unforgettable simplicity: 

“I love you too. Thai’s why I took this pain on 
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myself—for love of you. Think I’d have done it 
for anyone else? Spit on lliem—that’s what!” 

Then, with many furtive glances at the door, 
he began to teach me a lesson. 

“Next time they give you a licking,” he said, 
“see you don’t tighten up, hear? It hurls twice as 
bad when you tighten up. Let your body go free, 
so’s to be soft, like jelly! And don’t hold your 
breath. Breathe fox all you’re worth and yell at the 
top of your lungs. You just remember this!” 

“Why, will they beat me again?” I asked. 

“What do you think?” answered Tsignnok 
calmly. “Of course they will! You’ll get ii hits of 
Limes yet!” 

“What for?” 

“Your grandfather will find what for. all l ight!” 

And once more he began to teach mo, with die 
greatest concern. 

“If he begins striking straight, just swishing 
down and that’s all, you can lie there sofi, without 
moving. But if he brings it down and then draws it 
across your body to pull tlio skin olT. then roll 
toward him, in the direction of the wand, hour? 
That makes it easier!” 

He winked a dark, slanting eye at me and said: 

“When it comes to beatings, I know more than 
a policeman. You could make a pair of pants out 
of all die skin’s been lickedi off me!” 
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As I looked into his merry lace, I recalled the 
talcs my grandmother had told me a/bout Tvan-the- 
Prince, and Ivunushka-the-Fool. 

m 

When I got well, it became clear to me that 
Tsiganok occupied a privileged position in our 
household. My grandfather did not shout at him as 
often and as roughly as he did aL his sons, and when 
he spoke of him in liis absence ho would narrow his 
eyes and shake his head: 

“Golden fingers that Ivan’s got, devil take him! 
Mark my words, it’s no mean fellow growing up 
along of us!” 

My uncles were also friendly with Tsiganok and 
never played tricks on him, as they did on the 
master-workman Grigori. Almost every evening they 
thought up some mean joke to play on the latter— 
they would heut the handles of his scissors, or put 
a tack on his chair, or place materials of different 
colours in the pile he was stitching, so that in his 
blindness he would sew them together into one 
length and be upbraided for it by my grandfather. 

One evening after dinner, when Grigori had fall¬ 
en asleep on the bunk in die kitchen, they painted 
his face magenta, and for a long time he went about 
looking comical and terrifying: his long red nose 
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hung down like a longue between (lie Iwo dark discs 
of his spectacles, which gleamed dully against I ho 
background of his grey beard. 

My uncles were inexhaustible iti thinking up 
such nicks, hut the workman took them without u 
word, only muttering to himself and taking ihc 
precaution of spitting copiously on his lingers 
before picking up the scissors, the iron, the longs, 
or his thimble. This became a habit with him, so 
that even at the dinner table he would wet his 
fingers before touching a knife or a fork, to the vast 
amusement of the children. When he w r as hurt, u 
wave of wrinkles would pass over his large face, 
strangely mounting to Ills forehead, lifting his brows, 
and disappearing somewhere on his bald pale. 

I do not know what my grandfather thought of 
his sons’ sport, but my grandmother would shake 
her fist at them and shout: 

“You shameless devils; you fiends, you!” 

Behind Tsiganok’s back, my uncles would speak 
maliciously and sarcastically of him, criticizing his 
work and calling him a thief and a sluggard. 

I asked my grandmother why this was. 

"It’s because each of them wants Vanya to be 
working for him when he has his own workshop,” 
she answered. “So each belittles him afore the other, 
sly ones they be! But both are afraid Vanya will 
choose to stay here with your grandfather 'stead of 
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going with them. And your grandfather has his own 
lights—he’s like to go and open up a third work¬ 
shop along of Vanya. TlmL’d ho bad for the uncles, 
see?” 

She laughed quietly. 

“Set God hisself a-laughhig, the way they go 
on! And your grandfather sees their cunning, and 
teases them a-purpose: ‘I’ll be buying Vanya a 
recruit certificate,’ says ho, ‘so’s they won’t take 
him to the army. Can’t be sparing of him.’ Now 
doesn’L dial make them mad, though! They don’t 
want that, and grudge tho money-- the certificate 
costs a lot.” 

Onco more I was living with my grandmother, 
as I had on the steamer. And overy evening before 
I went to sleep she would tell me fairy tales, or 
stories from her own life which were as good as 
fairy tales. Bui when she spoke about the practical 
affairs of the family—about dividing up my grand¬ 
father’s property, or about my grandfather's inten¬ 
tion of buying a new house fox himself—she spoke 
ironically and with detachment, as though she were 
a neighbour, and not the second eldest in the house¬ 
hold. 

From her I learned that Tsiganok was a found¬ 
ling. On a rainy night in the early spring they had 
found him on the bench beside the guiic of our house. 

“There he lay wrapped up in a sheet,” she said 
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thoughtfully and mysteriously. "So frozen ho 
couldn’t make a peep.” 

“Why do people give their babies away?” 

“When a mother has no milk and nothing to 
feed her babe, she finds out where a wee one has 
just been born and died, and takes her own and 
leaves it there.” 

There was a moment's pause while she combed 
her hair. 

“It’s all on account of poverty, Alyosha,” she 
went on, sighing and looking up nl the ceiling. 
“Sonne people do he so poor there’s no words for 
it! And it’s counted a disgrace should an unmarried 
girl have a baby! Your grandfather was for taking 
Vanya to the police, but I talked him out of it: lei’s 
keep him, says I, it’s God ns has sent him ’stead of 
our dead ones. Eighteen souls I brought into this 
world. A whole streetful had they lived—eighteen 
houses! You see they married me off afore I was 
fourteen years old, and my firsl lmby camo a fore 
I was fifteen. But God hud a love for tho offspring 
of my flesh—one after anolher he look them to bo 
his angels. And hurtful it was, and joyful!” 

As she sal there on the edge of the bed in her 
nightgown, all covered with black hair, a huge 
shaggy figure, she resembled the she-benr which a 
bearded muzhik from the forests of Scrgach had 
recently brought into our yard. 
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“'look the best ones, He did, and left me ihe 
worst,” she chuckled, crossing her snow-while breast 
and shaking all over. “I was happy to get Vanya— 
it’s such a love I have for wee ones like you! So I 
took him in and had him ehrisLcncd, and here he’s 
lived and grown inlo a Gno lad. First I called him 
the Beetle—account of his buzzing—ho used to go 
crawling around, buzzing like a beetle. Love him, 
Alexei, he’s a simple soul.” 

I did love Ivan, and was struck dumb by the 
wonder of him. 

On Saturdays, when grandfather, left for vespers 
after having thrashed the children who had sinned 
during the week, a life began in the kitchen that was 
indescribably amusing: Tsiganok would catch some 
black roaches from behind the stove, make a harness 
of thread, a paper sleigh, and drive the four black 
steeds up ami down the tabic, which had been 
scraped a shining yellow. 

‘They’ve gone to fetch the archbishop!” he 
would cry excitedly as he steered them with a tiny 
stick. 

He would slick a piece of paper to tho back of 
another roach and send it scurrying after the sleigh, 
explaining: 

“They forgot their bag, so here’s a monk taking 
it to them.” 

Then he would tie the legs of still another roach, 
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so thal il stumbled along, pushing itself with its 
head. 

“The deacon leaving the saloon for vespers! - ’ 
Vanya announced, clapping his hands in glee. 

He would demonstrate his trained mire for us, 
making them stand und walk on their hind legs, with 
their long tails trailing behind them and their beady 
eyes blinking comically. lie was very gentle with his 
mice, carrying them inside his coal, feeding them 
sugar from his own mouth, kissing them, and saying 
convincingly: 

“The mouse is a very wise neighbour mul very 
affectionate. The house goblin is fond of mice and 
is easy on anyone who feeds thorn.” 

Tsiganok could do Uieks with cards and money. 
He would shout louder than any of the children, 
and indeed could scarcely bo distinguished from 
them. One day in a card game with the children, 
he was left the “pig” several times running. He was 
very much offended, pouted and dropped out of the 
game. Later he complained to me snifllingly: 

“It was all put up, I know! They winked at each 
other and passed cards under the table! Call that 
playing? I can cheat as well as them!" 

He was nineteen years old, and bigger than the 
four of us put together. 

I have an especially vivid impression of him on 
holiday evenings when my grandfather and Uncle 
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Mikhail weul visiting. Uncle Yakov, ourlyheaded 
and dishevelled, would bring his guitar into the 
kitchen anil grandmother would arrange refresh¬ 
ments. There was always un abundance of food, and 
vodka wus poured from a green decanter with red 
flowers skilfully blown into the glass. Tsignnok 
whirled like u top in his Sunduy clothes. Crigori 
would-come sidling quietly in, his spectacles flash¬ 
ing darkly. Yevgenia would be there, our pock¬ 
marked, red-faced nanny, fat as a jug, with cunning 
little eyes and a deep bass voice. Sometimes the 
hairy deacon from the Uspensky Cathedral would 
come, in addition to some other dark, slimy people 
who resembled pikes and pickerels. 

Everybody ate a lot and drank a lot and gave 
deep sighs. The children were trented to their share 
(which included a wineglass of sweet liqueur), and 
gradually a strange, wild hilarity developed. 

Uncle Yakov lovingly tuned his guitar, and 
when this was done, invariably said one and the 
same thing: 

“Well, I’m beginning!” 

Shaking back his curls, he would bend over the 
instrument and stretch his neck like a goose. His 
round, carefree face assumed a dreamy expression, 
and an oily film dimmed his lively eyes as he softly 
plucked at the strings, playing a tune that drew you 
irresistibly to your feet. 
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His music demanded utter silenco; it rushed 
like a rivulet from somewhere far away, seeping 
through walls and floors and rousing in the heart a 
sad, restless feeling. It made you feel sorry for 
yourself and everyone else. The grownups seemed 
to become children, and everyone sat motionless, in 
pensive silence. 

Mikhail’s Sasha listened with particular con¬ 
centration. He would lean toward his uncle with his 
whole body, his eyes glued to the guitar, his mouth 
open, with saliva drooling from the comers. Some¬ 
times he would become so ubsorbed that he slipped 
off his chair, and on such occasions he remained 
where lie fell, on all fours, his eyes retaining the 
same fixed stare. 

Everyone sat breathless under the clianu of the 
music; only the samovar went on humming quielly, 
without disturbing us. The two small windows gazed 
out into the darkness of the autumn night; occasion¬ 
ally someone would knock softly on the panes. On 
the table quivered two yellow flames of candlelight, 
sharp as lances. 

Uncle Yakov fell deeper and deeper into a 
trance; it seemed that ho was fast asleep, with his 
teeth clenched. But his hands kepi on living a life 
apart; the curved fingers of his right hand fluttered 
like a bird at the opening of the soundboard, while 
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the fingers of his left rushed up and down the 
fingerboard. 

When he had had a drink or two, bo would 
begin to wail an endless song in an unploasanLly 
sibilant voice: 

If Yakov was a little pup 
His howls ivould wake the neighbours up — 
O-o-o-o Dear Lord! 

O-o-o-o I’m bored! 

A nun comes walking down the street, 

A crow goes cawing at her feet, 

O-o-o-o I’m bored! 

A cricket, chirps behind the stove, 

A frog is croaking in the grove, 

O-o-o-o I’m bored! 

A beggar hung up his pants to dry. 

Another stole them, passing by — 

O-o-o-o ]’m bored! 

So bored, oh Lord! 

I could not hear this song, and when my uncle 
sang about the beggars, I wept in inconsolable grief. 

Tsiganok listened to the music as attentively as 
anyone else, twisting his fingers in his mop of curly 
hair, staring into the comer and breathing noisily. 
Sometimes he would exclaim plaintively: 

“Oh, if only I had a voice! Wouldn’t I sing 
though!” 
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“Enough of tearing your heart out, Yakov!” my 
grandmother would say with a sigh. “Give us u 
dance, Vanya!” 

Not always did they comply with her request, 
buL sometimes the musician would press against the 
strings for a second, then clench his fist, and with 
a wide gesture, thrust something soundless and 
invisible onto the floor, shouting like a hoodlum: 

“Enough of this dreariness! Onto your feel, 
Vanya!” 

Vanya would get up, preen himself, straighten 
his yellow shirt, and mince into the centre of the 
room as though he were walking ou glass. 

“Make it foster, Yakov Vasilyevich,” lie would 
modestly request, blushing in embarrassment. 

The guitar broke into a wild rhythm, heels be¬ 
gan to beat time, dishes rattled on shelves and 
table, while Tsiganok whirled in the centre of the 
room, swooping like a bird, waving his wing-like 
arms, moving his feet so swiftly that the eye could 
not follow them. With a whoop he sat on his 
haunches and whirled like a golden top, lighting 
everything with the shine of silk, which glowed and 
flamed in its shiver and flow. 

Tsiganok danced inexhaustibly, with utter 
self-oblivion, and it seemed that if the door were 
opened, he would dance out into the street, through 
the city, and away to some unknown land.... 


60 



' Cul across !’ 1 shuttled IJnc.le Yakov, healing 
lime with his fool. 

He gave a piercing whistle and shouted a cou¬ 
plet in his irritating voice: 

If it wasn't for spoiling my shoos on the tony. 

I'd run from my wife this very day! 

The people at the table caught the spirit. Some- 
tunes they would shout or squeal as though seared 
by hot iron; the bearded master-workman kept lap¬ 
ping out the lime on his bald head and mullering 
under his breath. Once he leaned toward me, his 
soft beard sweeping my shoulder, and whispered 
in my ear as though I were a grownup: 

“If only your father was here, Alexei Maxiiino- 
vioh! He’d light a different flame! A jolly fellow he 
was! Remember him?” 

‘•No.” 

“Ila! Used to he he and your grandmother.... 
Here, wait a minute!” 

Grigori rose to his feet—tall, emaciated, resem¬ 
bling the image of a saint—bowed to my grand¬ 
mother, and said in an unusually deep voice: 

“Akulina Ivanovna, be so good as to do a dance 
tor us. Remember how you used to with Maxim 
Sawatcyevich? Now do us the favour!” 

“Goodness sakes, what are you saying, Grigori 
Ivanovich? Oh, my!” laughed my grandmother, 
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shrinking away. “Me dance? Jusl to make people 
laugh, is that it? .. •” 

Bui everyone 'began to urge her, anti suddenly 
she got up like a young girl, adjusted her skirt, 
straightened her spine, threw hack her heavy head, 
and glided off, crying: 

“Let them laugh as wants to! Come on there, 
Yakov! Tune up!” 

My uncle threw himself back and stretched his 
legs, half closing his eyes and playing a slower 
tune. Tsiganok‘sloppcd for a moment, then jumped 
up and began leaping about my grandmother ns she 
glided silently over the floor as though floatiug in 
air, gracefully moving her arms, her brows raised 
and her dark eyes gazing into the distance. 1 thought 
she looked funny, and lot out a snort, hut Grigori 
shook his finger at me aud all the grownups glanced 
at me in displeasure. 

“Gel away, Ivan!” culled out Grigori with a 
laugh, and Tsignnok obediently moved ofT to one 
side and sat down, while nanny Yevgenia stuck out 
her Adam’s apple and began to sing in a fine deep 
voice: 


’Til Saturday the tvhole week through, 
The maiden worked at making lace, 
Weak and thin her fingers grata. 

Ah, how pale and wan her face! 
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My grandmother seemed more to be telling 
a story than dancing. Now she would move slowly, 
thoughtfully, swaying from side to side and glanc¬ 
ing about from under her raised arm, hesitating in 
her movements as she carefully fell her way. Then 
she would slop as though suddenly frightened, heir 
face frowning and quivering. Suddenly her features 
would light up with a kind, friendly smile, and Bhc 
would jump Lo one side as though making way for 
someone lo pass, pushing others aside. Then she 
would stand listening with lowered head, a happy 
smile slowly lighting her faee. All of a sudden she 
would burst into a dance, whirling about taller and 
straighlcr than she had ever been before, and so 
wildly attractive in this moment of resurrected youth 
that it was impossible to take one’s eyes off her. 

And all the while nanny Yevgenia kept blow¬ 
ing like a horn: 

They danced from early mass on Sunday 
To the breaking of the dawn. 

All too soon the day was Monday — 

And the holiday was gone. 

When the dance was over, my grandmother took 
her place at line samovar. Everyone praised her, but 
she modestly protested. 

“Enough, enough! You’ve never seen a real 
dancer,” she said, as she arranged her disordered 
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hair. “’Then.* was a girl, now, where I lived in 
Balakhna—I’ve forgot her name and whose she was 
—never would she dunce, hut some would ury with 
the joy of watching her! A heart's holiday it was 
just to look at her; you couldn’t waul for anything 
else! How I envied her, sinner that I was!” 

“Singers und dancers are the salt of the earth,” 
observed nanny Yevgenia severely, and began to 
sing something about King David. 

“You ought to gel a job dancing in a saloon,'’ 
said Uncle Yakov to Tsiganok, us he throw Ids arm 
over his shoulder. “You’d give people u treat all 
right!” 

“I want to sing ” compluined Tsiganok. “If God 
would give me a voire, I’d sing without stopping 
for ten years, and then it wouldn’t matter what 
happened to me—even if f became a monk!” 

Everyone drank vodka, especially Grigori, 

“Watch out, Grigori, or you’ll go completely 
blind,” warned my grandmother as she poured him 
glass after glass. 

“What of it?” he answered. “I don’t need eyes 
any more. I’ve seen every tiling.” 

He did not get drunk, hut became more and 
more voluble, talking to me all the lime about my 
father. 

“He had a big heart, ho did, my good friend 
Maxim Savvnteyevich... 



Grandmother sighed and agreed with him: 

“All yes, child of God that he was... 

I found all this vastly interesting and was held 
in a slate of tense excitement. The atmosphere gave 
rise to a kind of quiet, untiring gloom, and the 
gloom and the joy lived together in the hearts of 
the people, inseparable, the one supplanting the 
other with an elusive, inexplicable swiftness. 

Once Uncle Yakov, who was not particularly 
drunk, began to rip his shirt, tear at his curly hair 
and colourless moustache, at his nose and protrud¬ 
ing lip. 

“Why, oh why?” he wailed, the tears flowing. 
“Why should it be so?” 

He struck himself on the cheek, on the brow, 
on the breast, sobbing the while: 

“I’m wicked and worthless, a lost soul!” 

“Aha! Thai’s it!” roared Grigori. 

“Enough, Yakov! The good Lord knows what 
to teueh us,” said my grandmother, also a bit tipsy, 
as she caught at her son’s hands. 

She became even belter after having something 
to dfink. Her smiling dark eyes poured a warm 
light over everyone, and she would say in a sing¬ 
song voice as she fanned her flushed face with her 
handkerchief: 

“Oh Lord, oh Lord, how good it all is! Just 
look how good it all is!” 
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That was her heart’s cry, her life’s slogan. 

I was amazed by the tears and cries of my 
carefree uncle. I asked my grandmother why he 
wept and struck himself. 

“You have to know everything!” she grumbled 
reluctantly, not at all in her usual manner. “Wait 
a while—it’s too soon for you to he sticking your 
nose into such things.” 

That only whetted my curiosity. I wool into the 
workshop and began questioning Ivan, hut he also 
avoided answering me, only laughing quietly, 
glancing at the niaster-w'orknian out of the corner 
of his eye and pushing me out of (he shop. 

“Enough! Cet out of here, before I let you 
down into one of those vats and dyo you a bright 
green,” lie shouted. 

The master-workman was standing before a low, 
broad stove with three vats built into it. He was 
stirring the contents of one of them with a long 
blade stick with which he would then lift up the 
cloth and watch the coloured wuler drain off. The 
bright fire was reflected in his leather apron, us 
varicoloured as the brocaded vestments of a priest. 
The dye water bubbled in the vats and a cloud of 
acrid smoke streamed through the door and across 
the wintry yard. 

The master-workman glanced at me from under 



Lis glasses with red and filmy eyes; then he turned 
to Ivun. 

“Can’t you sue 1 need some wood?” ho said 
gruffly. 

When Tsiganok ran oul into die yard, Grigori 
sal down on a sack of santalin and beckoned me to 
him. 

“Come here,” he said. 

He sat me on his knee, swept my chock with his 
warm, soft beard, and told me things I shall never 
forget. 

“Your uncle heat his wife to death, and his 
conscience gives him no peace, understand? It’s 
right you should know everything—keep your eyes 
open or you’ll have a hard lime of it.” 

It was easy to talk to Grigori, like to my grand¬ 
mother, but it was frightening. It seemed as though 
he could sen through everything when he glanced 
oul from under his dark glasses. 

“And how did he beat her to death?” he went 
on unhurriedly. “Here’s how—he'd get in bed with 
her, cover her with the quilt, head and all, thump 
and pound her night after night until she died. 
What for? Couldn’t tell you himself.” 

Ivan came iu with a load of wood and squalled 
in front of the fire to warm his hands, but Grigori 
went on impressively without paying any attention 
to him. 
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“Maybe he beaL her because she was betlcr 
than him and he envied her. The Kashirins can’t 
stand anything good, sonny. They envy it, hut they 
can’t lake it to themselves, so they wipe it out. You 
ask your granny how they squeezed your lathur out 
of this life. She’ll tell you everything—she can’t 
stand lies—can’t understand them. She’s a kind of 
saint, your granny, even if she dons lake a drop 
now and then and likes her snuff. Kind of a holy 
woman. You keep in with her. sonny....” 

He pushed me away and I wont out into ihc yard 
stunned and horrified. Vanya overlook me when I 
reached die entranccwny. 

“Don’t bo afraid of him, he’s a good sort,” ho 
whispered in my ear, his hand on my head. “Look 
him straight in the eyio—ho likes people wlio do 
that.” 

Everything was strangely upsetting. 1 knew no 
other life, but I had a vague recollection that my 
mother and father had not lived like that; they had 
spoken other words, known other amusements, and 
had always sat and walked alongside of each other, 
close together. In the evenings they had sat at the 
window Binging songs, laughing loud and long, so 
that the neighbours would gather to listen. 1 re¬ 
member that the upraised faces of these neighbours 
had always reminded me of dirty dinner plates. 
Here, on the contrary, people rarely laughed, and 
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when they did you could not he sure whal they were 
laughing al. They were always shouting at each 
other, threatening each other, and whispering off 
in the corner. The children were silent and inconspic¬ 
uous, beaten to earth like dust in the rain. I felt 
like a stranger in this house, and the life about me 
pricked mo with a thousand needles, rousing my 
suspicions and forcing me to watch everything with 
strained attention. 

My friendship with Ivan grew. From sunrise ’til 
late at night my grandmother was buBy about the 
house, so I spent most of the day trotting at the 
heels of Tsiganok. He continued to protect me with 
his arm whenever my grandfather flogged me, and 
would show me hia swollon fingers the nBXt day 
with the complaint: 

“No point in it. Don’t help you any, and look 
what / get! Thai’s the last time—hereafter you take 
what’s coming to you!” 

But the next time he would take the unearned 
punishment all over again. 

“You said you wouldn’t do it any more.” 

“Saying and doing are two different things— 
don’t know myself how it happened.” 

Soon I learned something about Tsiganok that 
increased my interest and devotion. 

Every Friday Tsiganok would hitch the sorrel 
gelding Sharap (a mischievous beast with a sweet 
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tooth—my grandmother's favourite) to the broad 
sledge, dress himself in an enormous cap and a 
short sheepskin tighLly girdled with a green sash, 
and go to market to buy the week’s supply of food. 
Sometimes he would be gone for a long time. Then 
everyone would become nervous, and keep going 
to the window, breathing on the frosted glass to get 
a glimpse into the street. 

“Coming yet?” 

“Not yet” 

My grandmother would worry the most. 

“Ah me!” she would say to her sons nnd hus¬ 
band. “You’ll be the death of a good nnm and a 
good horse! It’s a conscience you want, you shame¬ 
less creatures! Never satisfied with whul you’ve 
got! A stupid tribe, a greedy lot! The Lord’ll punish 
you yet!” 

My grandfather would frown and mutter: 

“Oh. all right. This is the last lime....” 

Sometimes Tsiganok would return only at noon; 
then my grandfather and uncles would rush into the 
yard to meet him, while behind them would come 
my grandmother, furiously sniffing her snuff and 
waddling like a hear—for some reason she was 
always clumsy at such times. The children would 
come running out. nnd then would begin tho joy of 
unloading the sledge, packed with fresh game, whole 
pigs, fish, and outs of meat of every vuricly. 
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“Bought everything wc ordered?” asked my 
grandfather eyeing the sledge with his sharp little 
eyes. 

“Everything, just as ordered,” answered Ivan 
merrily, jumping about the yard and rubbing his 
millened hands to warm up. 

“Slop rubbing your mittens like that—they 
cost money,” shouLed my grandfather sternly. 
“Bring back any change?” 

“No.” 

My grundfather slowly walked about the sledge, 
muttering as he went: 

“Looks like you’ve brought back an awful lot of 
stuff again. Sure you haven’t bought some of it with¬ 
out money? See that don’t happen in my house, 
hear?” 

And he would hurry away with his face all 
screwed up. 

Tlw/n my uncles would merrily make for the 
sledge and start guessing the weight of the fowls, 
fish, giblets, legs of veal, and chunks of meal. 

“You made a fine choice, all right!” they would 
say, whistling and shouting in approbation. 

My Uncle Mikhail went into particular ecsta¬ 
sies. He would hop around the sledge as though 
he were on springs, snilfing with the nose of a wood¬ 
pecker, smacking his lips and blissfully narrowing 
his restless eyes. He was as lean as my grandfather, 
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and resembled him, except that lie was taller, and 
dark as a gypsy. He would thrust Iris frozen, hands 
up his sleeves and ask: 

“How much money did the old man give you?” 

“Five rubles.” 

“And here’s at least fifteen rubles’ worth. How 
much did you spend?” 

“Four rubles ten.” 

“fn other words, ninety kopeks in your pocket, 
eh? Hear that, Yakov? Thai’s one way to make 
money.” 

Uncle Yakov laughed softly as he stood there 
in the cold in his shirt sleeves, blinking at the frosty 
blue sky. 

“How about standing us each Lo a half pint, 
Vanya?” he would drawl. 

My grandmother unharnessed the horse. 

“What is it, my love? What is it, my kitten?” 
die would murmur as she worked. “Wanting to play 
a bit? Go ahead. Go right ahead—the Lord don’t 
object to a little playfulness.” 

The huge Sharap would toss his mane and 
scratch at her shoulder with his while teeth, snatch¬ 
ing off her silk kerchief, glancing into her face 
with merry eyes, and neighing softly as he shook 
the hoarfrost off his lashes. 

“Is it a piece of bread you’re wanting?” she 
would ask as she thrust a great hunk, well salted, 
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between bis leelli, holding her apron under his 
mouth and watching him ohew. 

“He’s a beauty, that gelding, granny,” Tsiganok 
would say, as playful as a young colt himself. 
“He’s so smart 1” 

“Get away! Slop wagging your tail around 
heic!” cried my grandmother with a stamp of her 
fool. “You know I have no use for you on such 
days!” 

She explained to me that when Tsiganok went 
to market, he did less buying than he did stealing. 

“Grandad gives him a fiver; he spends three— 
and steals ten rubles’ worth,” she said sullenly. “He 
loves to steal, the rascal! Tried it once—it worked 
—everybody here at home laughed and praised 
him, so he made a habit of it. Your grandad got bo 
fed up on poverty when he was young, it has made 
him light in his old age. He thinks more of money 
than of his own children. Only too glad to get 
something for nothing. As for Mikhail and Yakov—” 

She dismissed them) with a wave of her hand 
and became silent for a moment. 

“It’s a tangled lacemaking, Alyosha,” she con¬ 
tinued, glancing into her snuffbox, “done by a blind 
old hag as got the pattern twisted. Little wonder 
you and me can’t make head or tail out of it. But 
once they catch Vanya for stealing, they’ll boat him 
to death,..." 



Again she was silonL lor a brief space, and 
when she went on, her voice was vary soft. 

“Ah me! Lois of rules we’ve gol, but no Irulh 
to base them on... 

The next day I begged Tsiganok not to steal 
any more. 

“They'll bcal you to dealb.., 

‘They won’t catch me—I’ll get away: I’m a 
clever one, and my horse is a fast one,” he said 
with a laugh which was soon eclipsed by a frown. 
“Oh I know it’s all wrong to steal, und dangerous. I 
do it just for the fun of it. And I don’t save up any 
money; those uncles of yours get it ull out of me 
in ihe course of a week. But I don’l care—let them 
have it. I gel enough lo eat.” 

Suddenly he picked me up and shook me gently, 

“You’re thin and light, but you gol good bones. 
You’ll grow up into a strong fellow. Listen, learn 
to play the guitar—ask your Uncle Yakov lo teach 
you—no fooling! Only you’re loo young yet, that’s 
the trouble! A little chap, but got a Lemper! I don’t 
think you like lhal grandad of yours, do you?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“I don’t like any of these Kashirins exoept 
granny. Only the devil could like them!” 

“And me?” 

“You’re hot a Kashirin. You’re a Peshkov. 
That’s different blood, a different tribe.” 



Suddenly lie squeezed me tightly and said with 
almost a groan: 

“Cod, if only I could sing! Wouldn’t I wring 
the hearts though! Well, got along, brother. Got to 
start working.” 

He let me down on the floor, put a handful of 
nails into his mouth, and began tacking some weL 
black material to a large square board. 

Soon after dial he was killed. 

It happened like this: leaning against tlie fence 
of our yard, near the gate, lay a huge oaken cross 
ending in a thick pedestal. It had lain there for 
a long lime. I remember noticing it when I first came 
to live in that house. At that time it was new and 
yellow; now it had become darkened by autumn 
rains and gave off the pungent odour of seasoned 
oak. It was badly in the way in our small, littered 
yard. 

Uncle Yakov had bought it to place on his 
wife’B grave, swearing to carry it to the cemetery 
on his own shoulders on the first anniversary of 
her death. 

The anniversary fell oh Saturday, at the begin¬ 
ning of winter. It was cold and windy and snow came 
flying off the roofs. My grandmother and grand¬ 
father and the other three grandchildren rode ahead 
to the cemetery for the ceremony. Everyone else went 
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out into the yard. I was left at home as a punish¬ 
ment for some crime I hud committed. 

My uncles, dressed in identical black coats, 
lifted the head of the cross and placed one of its 
arms on Yakov’s shoulder, the other on Mikhail’s. 
With difficulty Grigori and a Blrangc man lifted llie 
heavy pedestal and placed it on Tsignnok’s broad 
shoulders; he swayed and placed his fccL wide 
apart to brace himself. 

“Can you manage?” asked Grigori. 

“Don’t know. Pretty heavy.” 

“Open the gate, you blind devil,” roared Uncle 
Mikhail. 

“Shame on you, Vanya,” said my Uncle Yakov. 
“We’re both lighter than you.” 

But Grigori turned to Vanya as he opened the 
gale and admonished sternly: 

“Take care not to strain yourself! Well, God he 
with you!” 

“You mangy old fool!” shouted Uncle Mikhail 
from the street. 

Everybody in the yard laughed and started 
talking in loud voices, as though pleased that the 
cross had been removed. 

Grigori took me by the hand and led me into 
the workshop. 

“Maybe your grandfather won’t flog you today,” 
he said. “Seems like he’s in a good humour.” 
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He sat me on lop of a pile of wool ready to be 
dyed, gently wrapped it around me, and began to 
speak to mie thoughtfully as ho sniffed the steam 
coming from the vats: 

“I’ve known your grandfather for thirty-seven 
years, sonny,” lie said. “I saw the beginning of this 
business, und now I’m witnessing the end of it. We 
used to be good friends—went into business to¬ 
gether, thought it up together. He’s a smart one, 
your grandfather! See, he made himself boss here—I 
wasn’t ublc. But lire Lord’s smarter than any of us: 
one smile of His, and Ihe wisest is left standing 
there blinking his eyes like a fool. You don’t know 
the how and the why of things yet, hut it’s right 
you should know everything. The life of an orphan’s 
not easy. Your father, Maxim Sawaleycvich, was 
a trump if there ever was one—he understood every¬ 
thing. That’s why your grandfather didn’t like him 
and wouldn’t have a tiling to do with him... 

It was pleasant to sit and listen to his kind 
words and watch tho red and gold lire playing in' 
the stove, the milky cloud of steam rising from the/ 
vata and settling to freeze on the planks of the 
slanting ceiling. Through a ragged crack I glimpsed 
a blue ribbon of sky. The wind had died down, 
die snn was shining, and the yard seemed to have 
beeu sprinkled with ground glass. From die street 
came the crunching of sleigh runners; blue smoke 
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rurled from the chimneys of the houses, and light 
shadows (lilled over ihc snow us though they loo 
were idling their slory. 

The tall, bony Grigori, with his long heard and 
large ears, looked like a kind wizard as ho slood 
there bailees, stirring the boiling dyes and giving 
mo instructions. 

“Always look people straight in the eye; even 
a dog dial’s alter you will stop in his tracks if you 
do that... 

His heavy glasses pressed on die bridge of his 
nose, causing the end Lo turn blue, like my grand¬ 
mother’s. 

“What’s that?” he said, slopping suddenly. lie 
listened for a second, e.losed the draft in the stove 
with his fool, and bouuded across the yard. I fol¬ 
lowed at his heels. 

Tsiganok lay on his back in the middle of the 
kitchen floor; from die window streamed two broad 
shafts of light, one of which fell on his head and 
hreasl, die other on his feel. His forehead shone 
with a straugc light; hi3 brows were raised; his 
slanting eyes stared at the sooty ceiling; his dark 
lips twitched and cmillcd a pink frodi; thin streams 
of blood oozed out of the corners of his mouth, 
down liis neck and onto the floor, while blood ran 
freely from underneath him. Ivan’s legs lay limp, 
and from die way his wide pants clung to the floor. 
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it was clear that they were soaked. The floor had 
been scrubbed with sand until it shone bright in 
the sun. Rivulets of blood ran toward the doorway, 
lighted vividly where they crossed the shafts of 
sunlight. 

Tsiganok lay motionless except for the fingers 
of his oulsLretched arms, which kept scratching at 
the floor, causing his dyc-staincd nails to glisten in 
the sunligliL. 

Nanny Yevgenia crouched beside Ivan to plaee 
a candle in his hand, but he could not grasp it; Lhe 
candle fell, and iLs flame was extinguished in blood. 
Tho nurse picked it up, wiped it off, and once more 
tried to place it in his restless fingers. The kitchen 
seethed with suppressed excitement which blew me 
like a wind off the doorsill, but I clung tight to 
the jamb. 

“lie stumbled,” said Uncle Yakov in a colour¬ 
less voice, jerking his head. Ho himself had become 
faded and wrinkled, and he kept blinking his 
colourless eyes. 

“Ho fell, and it crushed him—struck him in 
the back. It’d have smashed us too if we hadn’t let 
go in lime.” 

“Then it was you that smashed him,” said Gri¬ 
gori hoarsely. 

“Well, what do you think we.,..” 

“You!” 
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The blood kept flowing; near the door it had 
already formed a pool which darkened and seemed 
to be rising. Tsiganok lay there making noises as 
though in his sleep, while the pink froth kept com¬ 
ing out of his mouth and his body kept melting 
away, growing flatter and flatter, levelling down to 
the floor as though merging with iL. 

“Mikhail took a horse and went to the church 
to fetch pa,” whispered Uncle Yakov. “I dumped 
him in a droshky and hurried buck here with 
him.... A good thing I didn’t carry the pedestal 
myself, or look where I’d be now....” 

Once more the nurse fixed the candle in Tsiga- 
nok’s hand, dripping wax and tears into his palm. 

“Stick the candle to the floor at his head, 
clumsy!” cried Grigori roughly. 

“That’s right.” 

“Take off his hat!” 

The nurse pulled off his hat, and Ivan’s head 
struck die floor with a dull thud. Now his head was 
turned, so that the blood flowed more freely from 
his mouth, but only from one corner. This went on 
for a frightfully long time. At first I had expected 
Tsiganok to have a rest, then sit up, spit disgust¬ 
edly, and say in his usual manner: 

“Phooh! This heal!” 

That was what he always said on awaking from 
his after-dinner nap on Sundays. Dul instead of 
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silting up, he kepi lying there and melting away. The 
sun had withdrawn; the shafts had shortened and 
now luy only on the window sills. His face and 
hands had grown dark, his fingers no longer moved, 
and the froth had slopped bubbling from his mouth. 
Three candles had been placed about his head, their 
golden flames lighting tho blue-black mass of his 
hair, the pinched Lip of his nose, and his blood¬ 
stained teeth, and throwing wavering patches of 
light over his swarthy cheeks. 

Nanny knell weeping beside him: 

“Ah, you poor little pigeon! Such a joy you 
were!” she whispered. 

Tl was cold and terrifying. I climbed under the 
table and hid there. Then my grandfather came 
lumbering into the kitchen in his racoon coat, fol¬ 
lowed by my grandmother in her greatcoat with 
little tails ahoul the collur. With them came Uncle 
Mikhail, the children, and raauy strangers. 

My grandfather threw his coat on the floor and 
shouted: 

“The bastards! To do in a chap like this! Why, 
in five years he’d have been worth his weight in 
gold!” 

The clothes on the floor cut off my view of 
Ivan, and in crawling to a bettor position I got in 
my grandfather’s way; he kicked me aside as he 
shook his little rod fist at my uncles. 
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‘"Wolves, that’s what you are!” 

Then he sunk down on a bench, grasping it 
lightly with his fingers as ho whimpered ami mut¬ 
tered in a squeaky voice: 

“Oh I know—you couldn’t stomach him. Ah, 
Vanya, foolish boy! What can we do now? What 
can we do, I say? The horse is old. the harness 
sold..., Well, mother, looks like the Lord’s hud it 
in for us these last few years, ch? What do you 
say, mother?” 

My grandmother had thrown herself down on 
the floor beside Ivan and was feeling his face, his 
head, his breast, breathing inLo his eyes, picking up 
his hands and rubbing them, knocking over all the 
candles. At last she rose heavily to her feel, a vast 
black figure, her black dress Binning, her black eyes 
rolling fearfully as she said in a low voice: 

“Out of here, you accursed ones!” 

Everyone except my grandfather disappeared. 

Tsiganok was buried unnoticeubly, unobtru¬ 
sively. 

IV 

I lay on a wide bed, with a heavy quilt folded 
rouud and round me, listening to my grandmother 
praying. She was on her knees, pressing her breast 
with one hand while with tho other she occasionally 
crossed herself unhurriedly. 
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I could hear the crackling of the frost beyond 
the window. Greenish moonlight glanced through 
the lacy pattern of the frozen pane, illuminating 
with its phosphorescent light the kind face with its 
prominent nose and dark eyes. The silken headdress 
covering my grandmother’s hair shone like metal, 
while her dark dress streumed from her shoulders 
in shifting folds that piled upon the floor about her. 

When she had finished praying, she silently 
undressed, placing her clothes neatly on the trunk 
in the comer. Then she came to bed, and I pretend¬ 
ed to be sound asleep. 

“Slop making believe, you little rascal. You’re 
not asleep,” she said softly. “You’re not now, are 
you pigeon-widgeon? Here, let’s have a bit of that 
quilt.” 

Sensing what was to follow, I could not resist 
a smile; then she shouted: 

“Aha! So it’s sport you want to make of your 
old grandmother, is it?” 

She took hold of the edge of the quilt and 
yanked it with such force and such skill that I went 
sky-rocketing into the air, whirling around and 
landing back in the feather bed while she roared 
with laughter. 

“Take that, you little pixy! Guess that'll hold 
you!” 

Sometimes she would pray for such a long time 
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that I would fall asleep and not hear her conic 
to bed. 

Days of trouble, quarrels and fighting, always 
ended in these long prayers; it was most interesting 
to listen to my grandmother giving the Iiord all the 
details of what hud happened. There she knelt, a 
mountainous form, beginning her prayers in a quick, 
unintelligible wbispor which grew into a deep 
grumble: 

“You know yourself, Lord, it’s only natural 
everyone should want to belter himself. Mikhail, 
now, being the oldest, is the one as should stay 
here in town—it’s an offence to send him over the 
river to a new place as nobody’s tried before and 
there’s no telling how it’ll turn out. BuL father has 
a preference for Yakov. Is it right for a father to 
love bis children unequal ? He’s a stubborn one, the 
old man is. You’d do well to give him a drop of 
sense. Lord.” 

She would glance at the dark icons with her 
huge, shining eyes as she went on giving udviee to 
dial God of hers. 

“Send him a good dream, Lord, showing him 
how to divide with his sons.” 

She would cross herself and bow until her broad 
brow struck against the carpet, then, straightening 
up, go on speaking convincingly: 

“And Why not send n drop of joy to Varvara? 
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Wliat’s she done to gcL in your bad graces, Lord? 
\Vliy is she worse than the others? Who ever heard 
of such a young, strong woman living in such 
misery? And then Grigori, Lord—mind his eyes— 
getting worse every day. Once he’s blind, what’s 
left for him but to go begging his bread, and would 
that be right?—him as has poured out all his 
strength in grandad’s business.... But the old 
man’ll give him no help.... Ah Lord, dear 
I*ord... 

For a long time she would remain silent, with 
drooping head and hanging arms as though she had 
fallen asleep. 

“What else?” she would say at last, wrinkling 
her hrows. “Be merciful to all the faithful; and 
forgive me, accursed fool that I am, as you know 
only loo well; it’s a foolish mind leads me to sin 
and not a wicked heart.” 

Then she would give a deep sigh and say with 
loving satisfaction: 

“But there’s nothing you don’t know, dear Lord; 
nothing you don’t understand, blessed Father.” 

I was very fond of my grandmother’s God, he 
seemed so near and dear to her. Often I would say: 

“Tell me about God.” 

She had a special manner for speaking about 
Him; she would always sit doivn and close her 
eyes and speak in a soft voice, strangely drawing 
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out licr words; I can still remember how she would 
draw herself up. take a seat, throw a kerchief over 
her head, and begin to weave her fancies until I 
fell asleep: 

“There the Lord sits on a hill, surrounded by 
the meadows of paradise; sits on a sapphire throne 
under the silver lindens, lindens that bloom all the 
year round, for there is no winter in paradise, and 
no autumn, so that the flowers bloom from year’s 
end to year’s end, bringing joy to the saints of 
heaven. And all around the Lord fly a multitude 
of angels—thick as snow, or a swarm of bees—or 
like a flock of white doves flying from heaven to 
earth and bark again, telling the Lord about us 
creatures here below. And each of us 1ms bis own 
angel—yours and mine and grandad’s—for the 
Lord is the same to all His creatures. Here, now, 
comes your angel and says to the Lord: ‘Alexei 
went and stuck his longue out at his grandfather.’ 
So the Lord gives His orders: ‘Let the old man give 
him a beating,’ says he. And so it is with everybody 
and everything, each rewarded according to his 
deserts—grief to some, joy to others. And it’s all 
so fine that the angels flutter their wings in joy and 
keep singing, ‘Praised be the Lord, the Lord on 
Ihighl’ While He just looks on with a smile, as much 
as to say, ‘Well, go ahead my pretties, once it 
pleases you!’ ” 
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And my grandmother herself would smile and 
nod her head. 

“Have you seen all that?” 

“I haven’t seen it, Lul I know it,” she answered 
musingly. 

Whenever she spoke about God and paradise 
and the angels, she became small and meek, her 
face lost the sears of age, and her moist eyes radiat¬ 
ed a particularly warm light. I wound her heavy 
satiny braids around my neck and sat motionless, 
charmed by these tales which I could never get 
enough of. 

“It’s not given to mortals to look on the face 
of God—'blind them it would. Only the saints can 
behold Him with wide-open eyes. But angels I’ve 
seen. They become visible when your heart’s been 
purged. Onre I stood in the church at early mass, 
and there at the altar I could see two of them— 
like fog they were—see right through them, and 
bright as bright, with wings to the floor, all lacy 
and gauzy. They kept moving about the throne, 
helping old Father Ilya: when he’d raise his feeble 
old arms to pray there they’d be, a-holding up his 
elbows. So old and blind he was that he kept bump¬ 
ing into everything, and soon after that he died. 
I was so happy to see them I nearly fainted with 
joy; my heart ached nigh to bursting and the tears 
came streaming from my eyes—ah, what a delight 
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it was! How splendid everything is with God up in 
heaven, Alyosha, my pigeon-widgeon! And how 
splendid it is down here on earth!” 

“Even here in our house?” 

“Yes, everywhere, praised be the Holy Virgin,” 
replied my grandmother, crossing herself. 

This was puzzling: certainly it was hard to 
agree that everything was well in our house, 
whero relations were becoming more strained 
every day. 

I remember once passing the open door of 
Uncle Mikhail’s room and catching a glimpse of 
Aunt Natalya all in white, rushing about the room 
with her hands pressed to her breast, crying in a 
dreadful, low voice: 

“Oh God, take me away from horc. let 
me go....” 

I understood her prayer, and I understood 
Grigori when he kept muttering: 

“Soon as I’m blind I’ll go off Legging, and 
that’ll be better than this!” 

I hoped he would hurry and go blind so that 
I could become his guide and go off with him, to 
wander through the world begging our bnrad. I onco 
spoke of this to him. He laughed into his beard 
and said: 

“All right, we’ll go together. And I’ll cry 
through the streets so’s all shall hear, ‘This is the 
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grandson of Vasili Kashirin, owner of the dye 
works!’ That’ll be funny, all right!” 

[ had noticed that often my Aunt Natalya’s lips 
wore swollen and there were black-and-blue marks 
on her yellow face. 

“Does uncle beat her?” I asked my grand¬ 
mother. 

“On the sly, curse him!” she answered with a 
sigh. “Your grandfather doesn’t allow it, so be does 
it at night. He’s a mean one and she’s got no 
backbone.” 

Then she would go on, warming to her story: 

“But they don’t beat nowadays the way .they 
used to! Oh, sometimes they’ll give it to you in 
the teeth or the ear or yank at your braid for a 
minute or two, bu,l it used to be tliey’d torture you 
for hours! Once your grandfather benL me on tho 
first day of Easier week from early ma3s to sundown 
—beat me—lake a rest—then start all over again. 
With the horse reins or anything else gl hand.” 

“mat for?” 

“Can’t remember now. Once he beat me ’til I 
was half dead and then gave me nothing to eat for 
five days—I hardly managed to pull through that 
lime. Or again....” 

I was struck dumb by such facts: my grand- 
raolher was twice llte size of my grandfather, and 
I could not imagine his getting the belter of her. 
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“Is lie so much stronger limn you?” 

“Not stronger, buL older. Huskies which, he’s 
my husband. Il’s him God’s pul in charge ol me, 
and ordered me to bear it.” 

I used to love to watch her dust the icons and 
clean their mountings. Our icons were very elabo¬ 
rate: set with pearls and precious stones and inlaid 
with silver. Slic would handle them with dell 
fingers. 

“What a sweet lace!” she would murmur as she 
crossed herself and kissed them. 

“All covered with dust and soot! Blessed Mother 
of God, omnipotent, shedding joy unspeakable! Just 
look here, how fine the drawing is, Alyosha, my 
pigeon-widgeon, such tiny figures, but each standing 
separate. This one’s called ‘Twelve Holidays,’ with 
die Feodorovsky Virgin in the middle—such a dear 
kind lady! And this one—‘Weep not, oli mother, 
beside my grave....’ ” 

Sometimes it scorned to me that she played with 
the icons as seriously and credulously as my cowed 
cousin Katerina played with her dolls. 

Often she saw devils, both singly and in 
droves, 

“One night in Lent I was walking past the 
Rudolfs’ house—everything bright with moonlight— 
and suddenly I saw something dark straddling the 
roof near the chimney. Big and shaggy it was, with 
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its horns bent down into the chimney, a-snifiing and 
a-snorling, lashing its tail over the roof and shuf¬ 
fling its big feet. I made the sign of the cross and 
said, ‘Christ shall rise again to the mortification of 
His enemies!’ Straightaway he gave a little squeak 
and slid down into the yard—mortified he was! 
Likely the Rudolfs were cooking something to brook 
llheir fast and he sniffed it, gloating... 

I laughed at the thought of the devil somer¬ 
saulting down into the yard, and she laughed 
with me. 

“Don’t they like mischief though, Just like little 
children! One night, gelling on to midnight, I was 
doing the wash in the bathhouse. All of a Btidden 
the door of the stove swung open and out fhoy 
came—little ones, and liltler ones—red ones, green 
ones, black ones- 1 -! ike roaches. I rushed to the door, 
but they wouldn’t let me rearh it. There I was, 
locked up with those devils, millions of them, filling 
the whole batlihousc—under my feet, up my legs, 
pinching, biting, stinging ’til T couldn’t so much as 
make the sign of the cross to shoo them away. Soft 
and warm and furry they were, like little kittens, 
always up on their hind legs, a-tuming and a-tiun- 
bling, baring their little mice teeth, flashing their 
little green eyes, tossing their beads with the little 
knobs Where the horns were coming through, twist¬ 
ing their little pigs’ tails.... Lordy, what a time 
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I had! Lost my senses, I did, and when I eame to, 
the candle was most burnt up, the wash water all 
cold, and the wash scattered all over Lhe floor. 
‘Phooh!’ thinks I, 'the plague ou you, devils that 
you be!’” 

I closed my eyes and rould sec the door of the 
grey stone stova open, letting out a stream of tum¬ 
bling imps who crowded the bathhouse, blowing 
at Lhe candle and slicking out Ihcir vixenish pink 
tongues. This too was amusing, but terrifying as 
well. My grandmother shook her head and was silent 
for a minute, until again she was seized by a flare 
of imagination: 

“And I've seen folks with Lhe curse on them, 
too; that was also during the night, in the winter, 
with a blizzard raging. I was crossing the Dukov 
gully, where remember I told you Yakov and 
Mikhailo wanted to drown your father through a 
hole in the ice of the pond. Thai’s where I was 
going; I had just come down the path to tire bottom 
of the gully when all of a sudden, such a whistling, 
such a screeching I heard! I looked up, and ihcrc’s 
a troika of black horses galloping down on me with 
the coachman, a round little devil in a pointed red 
cap, standing up on the seat with his arms stretched 
out, driving them with chains instead of reins. And 
when the horses couldn’t get through the gully they 
made straight for the pond in a cloud of snow. And 
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those hi the sleigh were also devils, whistling and 
shouting and waving their caps. Seven troikas went 
flying past me like fire-wagons, and the horses of 
all of I'hem black as sable, and the people in all of 
them accursed of their fathers and mothers! Such 
people are good sport for the devil. The devils seek 
them out, riding them and driving them through 
ihe night for their merrymaking. Reckon it was a 
devil’s wedding T saw that night....” 

Grandmother spoke with such simplicity and 
conviction that it was impossible not to believe her. 

But best of all were the verses she recited about 
liow the Holy Virgin walked the thorny path through 
this world, exhorting the “Robber-princess” Yenga- 
lycheva not to rob and flail Russians; verses about 
Alexei, the man of God, and about Ivan-the-Warrior; 
tales about Vasilisa-the-Wise, about Popc-lhe-Goat 
and the godly Godson; feurful legends ubout Marfa- 
the-Possadnilsa, about Baba Usla, tire Robber Chief, 
about Maria, the Egyptian sinner, and about the 
grief of the Robber’s Mother. Her stock of talcs, 
legends, and verses was inexhaustible. 

She was not afraid of people, including my 
grandfather, or devils, or any other dark power, 
but she was deathly afraid of roaches, and sensed 
their presence even at a great distance. Sometimes 
she would wake me up in the middle of the night, 
whispering: 
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“Alyosha darling, there's a roach crawling. Kill 
it, for die love of Christ!” 

Only half awake, 1 would light the. candle and 
crawl about on my hands and knees in search of 
the enemy; but my efforts were not always 
successful. 

“There isn’t any,” I would say, hut she would 
gasp from where she lay motionless, her head 
covered by the quilt. 

“Oh, yes there is! Keep hunting, I Leg you! 
Il’s there, I know it is!” 

And she was always right. Usually I would find 
the roach somewhere far away from llio lied. 

“Have you killed il? Ah, praise the Lord! And 
thank you, my love,” she would say. throwing the 
quill off her head with a happy smile. 

But if I failed to find it, sho would he unable 
to sleep, and I would feel her body trembling at the 
slightest rustle in the silence of the night and hear 
her whispering with baled breath: 

“There il is at the door ... now it’s under the 
trunk.,. 

“Why are you so afraid of roaches?” 

“Wfhat ore they good for anyway?” she would 
answer sensibly enough, “Only go crawling about, 
crawling about, the black devils! Cod gave the least 
of His creatures some purpose in life—the thou¬ 
sand-logger shows there’s dampness in the house; 
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the 'bedbug shows the walls are dirty; if you catch 
a louse on you, it means you’ll be sick—that’s all 
clear enough! But us for them—who ran tell what 
they’re for; what right huve they to be alive?” 

Once when slhe was on her knees carrying on 
an animated conversation with God, grandfather 
(lung open the door and cried hoarsety: 

“Well, mother, a visitation from the Lord, all 
right! Tho workshop’s on fire!” 

“What!” criod my grandmother, struggling to 
her feet. Both of them rushed noisily into the 
darkness of the large parlour. 

“Yevgenia, lake down the icons! Natalya, dress 
the children!” ordered my grandmother in a firm, 
loud voice. 

“Ah-h-b!” wailed my grandfather. 

I ran into the kitchen; the window overlooking 
llie yard was bright as gold, while golden patches 
slithered and slid over tho floor; my Uncle Yakov 
pulled his boots on his bare feet and then jumped 
about on the spots as though they burned hie soles, 
crying: 

“Aha! It’s Mikhail set us on firo; set us on fire 
and ran away!” 

“S-s-s, you cur!” said my grandmother, giving 
him such a push through the door that he 
nearly fell. 
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Through the frost on the windnwpuiic I could 
see iho burning roof of ihc workshop and ihe flames 
Whirling through ihc open door, lied blossoms of 
fire bloomed smokeless in ihc quid night; only high 
up in the air did a smoke rloud hover, without 
blotting ouL the silver trail of the Milky Way. The 
snow glowed red with the flames and Ihe walls of 
the outhouses swuyed and trembled as though strain¬ 
ing toward the corner of the yard where the fire 
was burning merrily, lighting up the broad cracks 
in the workshop and thrusting its bright twisted 
tongues through them. Red and gold ribbons of 
flame quickly slid over the dry hoards of the roof 
where the slender clay chimney llirusl up noticeably, 
pouring a thin stream of smoke into the air. A. soft 
crackling and silken rustling heal at the window- 
pane; the fire grew, and its splendour transformed 
the workshop into beauty like that of the iconostasis 
in the church, luring the watcher with irresistible 
power. 

I threw a heavy sheepskin over my head, pulled 
on somebody’s boots, and staggered into the 
entranceway, then out onto the poroh, where I 
stood stunned—blinded by the brilliance of ihc 
fire; deafened by its roar and tho shouts of my 
grandfather, my uncle, and Grigori; frightened 
by the behaviour of iny granchnother. She threw 
an empty sack over her head, wrapped hersolf in a 



horse blanket, and ran into the blazing workshop, 
shouting: 

“The sulphuric acid, you fools! The sulphuric 
acid’ll blow up!” 

“Stop 'her, Grigori!” wailed my grandfather. 
“Oh, she’s done for!” 

But grandmother was back already, all smoking 
and shaking her head, bending under the weight 
of a demijohn of sulphuric acid. 

“Lead ouL the horse, father!” she cried hoarsely, 
between coughs. “Pull this thing off me—can’t you 
see Pm a-fire?” 

Grigori .look the smouldering horse blanket off 
her shoulders, then grabbed up a spade and bent 
double to smash the huge hunks of enow at the 
door of the workshop. My uncle kept jumping about 
him with an axe in his hands, my grandfather 
followed at the heels of my grandmother, throwing 
snow at hor. She buried the demijohn in a snowdrift 
and ran to open the gales of the yard. 

“Save the granary, neighbours!” she cried, 
bowing to the people who came funning up. “It’ll 
spread to the granary and the hayloft—all our 
buildings will burn to the ground, and yours will 
be next. Chop off the roof and throw the hay into 
the garden! Grigori, throw the snow up high—what 
good’s it on the ground? Bo done with your running, 
Yakov, give the people spades and axes! Good 
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people, work together, and God will he our 
help!” 

She was as fascinating ns ihe fire. Lighted hy 
the ilames which seemed to strike out. at her, she 
darted like a black shadow about the yard, being 
everywhere at once, noticing everything and giving 
everybody orders. 

Sharup run into Lhe yurd and reared up on his 
hind legs, throwing my grandfather off his feel: the 
horse’s rolling eyes (lashed red in the fire light; 
he snorted and hulked, and was so unmanageable 
that grandfather let go the reins nnd jumped aside. 

“Hold him, mother!” he cried. 

She threw herself under the very feet of the 
rearing horse and stood motionless with oulslrelehed 
anna. The horse neiglied plaintively and settled 
down, casting furlivo glances at the lire. 

“Don’t be afraid,” said grandmother in a deep 
voice as she pulled the animal’s neck and look the 
reins in her hands. “Would I leave you at such a 
fearful moment? You silly little mouse!” 

The little motisc, three times her size, followed 
meekly to the gate, neighing as it looked into her 
flushed face. 

Nanny Yevgenia led out the children, ull 
bundled up and mumbling into their wrappings. 

“Vasili Vasilyevich, I can’t find Alexei!” she 
cried. 
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“Gel along, gut along," answered grandfather, 
while J hid under the porch steps so that Yevgenia 
would not lead me away too. 

The roof of the worksliop caved in, leaving a 
pattern of smoking, glowing rafters against the sky; 
from inside tilic structure came explosions of red, 
green and blue flames which licked out into the 
yard, reaching toward the crowd of people who were 
trying to extinguish this enormous bonfire by throw¬ 
ing snow at it. lire vats boiled furiously, giving off 
thick clouds of smoke and steam which filled the 
yard with strange odours and brought tears to the 
eyes; I climbed out from under the steps and landed 
at my grandmother’s feel. 

“Get away!” she cried. “You’ll get crushed! 
Gel away!” 

Into the yard dashed a horseman in a plumed 
metal helmet. His sorrel steed was foaming at the 
mouth and he lifted his whip as he shouted threaten¬ 
ingly: 

“Make way I” 

Little bells jingled merrily and everything was 
gay and festive. My grandmother pushed me up on 
the porch. 

“Didn’t you hear me? Gel away from here, I 
tell you!” 

It was impposible not to obey her at this moment. 
I went into the kitchen and again took my stand 
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at the window, but the dark crowd of people cut 
off my view of the fire. The only thing I could see 
was the flash of metal helmets among the dark 
winter hats and ca]>s. 

The fire was quickly extinguished by beating 
it down and pouring water on it. The policemen 
drove away the people, and at lust my grandmother 
came into the kitchen. 

“Who’s here? You? Not asleep? Afraid? Don’t 
be afraid. It’s all over now.” 

She sat down next to me and began rocking 
back and forLh without a word. It was pleasant to 
regain the quiet night and the darkness, blit at the 
-same time I regretted the loss of llio lire. 

My grandfather appeared in the doorway. 

“Mother?” 

“Ah?” 

“Get burned?” 

“Nothing much.” 

He scratched a sulphur match, and the blue 
flame illuminated his chipmunk face, black with 
soot. He lighted the candle on the table and sank 
down heavily next to my grandmother. 

“You might have a wash,” she said. She was 
also covered with soot and smelled of smoke. 

“Sometimes the Lord shows you his mercy,” 
sighed my grandfather. “Sends you a flash of 
reason.” 
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lie palled her ou llic shoulder and added with 
a grin: 

“Jusl for brief rainulos, for little spells, hut 
still He sends it,” 

Grandmother also laughed' and was about to 
say something, but grandfather frowned. 

“Have to get rid of that Grigori. It’s all his 
carelessness. That muzhik's done for, outlived his 
time. Yakov’s sitting out there on the porch crying, 
the fool. You’d better go out to hinu....” 

She got up and went out, holding up one hand 
and blowing on the fingers. 

“See it all, from the very beginning?” asked 
my grandfather without looking at me. “What did 
you think of that grandmother of yours, eh? And 
don’t forget she’s an old woman.... Beaten and 
broken..., There’s something for you! As for the 
rest of them—phooh!” 

lie bent down and said nothing for some time. 
Then ho got up and broke off the burnt end of the 
candle wick as he asked: 

“Were you afraid?” 

“No.” 

“That’s right. Nothing to be afraid of.” 

He took off his shirt with an irritated movement 
and wont to the washstand in the corner. 

“Stupid to have a fire!” he said in a loud voice, 
stamping his foot. “Anyone who has a fire should 
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be thrashed out in the public square as a lool or a 
thief! That’s what Lhey ought to do with such people 
and then there wouldn’t be any more fires!... Get 
back lo bed! What you sitting here for?” 

I went out, but there was no more sleeping for 
me thal night; I had just crawled back into bed 
when I was galvanized into life by an inhuman wail. 
Once more I ran into the kitchen; I found my grand¬ 
father standing in the middle of the room, shirlless, 
holding a candle in his hand; the candle trembled; 
he kepi shifting his feet hut did not budge from the 
spot. 

‘‘Mother, Yakov, wliat’s thal?” he gasped. 

I jumped up ou the stove and erouehed back in 
the corner. Once more c\e,rything became topsy¬ 
turvy inside t'hc house, like, during the lire. The 
avails beat in rhythmic waves against die wulls and 
ceiling, ever louder and more insistent. My grand¬ 
father and uncle began running about like madmen; 
my grandmother shouted them out of the kitchen. 
Grigori made a great noise with the logs he was 
stuffing into the stove. He filled sotno boilers with 
water and walked about nodding his head like an 
Astrakhan camel. 

“First gel the fire going!” commanded my 
grandmother. 

Grigori climbed up on the stove for some kin¬ 
dling. touched my foot, and shouted in fright; 
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“Who’s there? Phooh, whal a scare you gave 
me! You’re always where you don’t belong!” 

“What's happening?” 

“Your Aunt Natalya’s giving birth,” he answered 
calmly, jumping down off the stove. 

I remembered that my mother had not wailed 
like that when she had given birth. 

When Grigori had pnt the boiler’s on the stove, 
lie climbed up beside me and took a clay pipe out 
of bis pocket. 

“Started smoking lo cure my eyes,” he said, 
showing me the pipe. “Your grandmother says lo 
take snuff, but I figure it’s better to smoke.” 

He sat with his feet swinging over the edge of 
the stove, staring at the meagre light of the candle; 
his ear and cheek were smudged with soot, his shirt 
was torn, so that I got a glimpse of his ribB slicking 
out like hoops. One glass o! his dark spectacles was 
cracked and a large piece had fallen out, giv¬ 
ing a glimpse of a moist red eye that looked like 
a sore. 

He stuffed his pipe with leaf tobacco and sat 
listening to the moans of the woman, muttering lo 
himself as though he were drunk. 

“Seems your grandmother got some burns after 
all. How’s she going lo do the delivering? Hear how 
vour aunt’s going on? They forgot all about her; 
she. started her moaning soon’s the fire broke out— 
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out of fright.... Just look how hard iL is to brhig 
a living creature into the world, and sliil nobody 
holds a woman of any account. But a woman should 
be respected—a mother, thal is—and don’t you ever 
forget it!” 

I dozed off, but was awakened by a slumming 
of doors, the drunken cries of Uncle Mikhail, and 
a general rumpus. 1 heard strange words being 
said: 

“Time for the Gates of Heaven to swing 
wide....” 

“Give her some lamp oil wit'll rum and soot in 
it: half a glass of oil, half a glass of rum anrl a 
tablespoon of soot... 

“Let me have a look at her,” Uncle Mikhailo 
kept asking. 

He was sitting on the floor spitting between his 
widespread legs and striking the floor with his 
hands. The beat became unbearable on top of the 
stove, so I climbed down. But when I came up to 
my uncle he grabbed me by the leg and yanked it 
so that I fell, striking my head on. the floor. 

“Fool!” I cried. 

He jumped to his feet, snatoked me up and 
swung me into the air with a roar, 

“I’ll smash you against the stove!” 

When I came to I was lying on my grandfather’s 
knees in the parlour. He was sitting in the icon 
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corner, rocking me back and forth, his eyes fastened 
on the ceiling as he muttered: . 

“And there’ll he no forgiving us, any of us... 

The icon lamp burned brightly above his head 
and a candle was lighted on the table in the centre 
of the room, while a hazy winter morning glanced 
through the window. 

“What hurls?” asked my grandfather, bending 
over me. 

Everything hurl. My head was damp, my body 
like lead, but I did noL wish to talk about it—every¬ 
thing about me was so strange: unfamiliar people 
were occupying most of the chairs in the room—a 
priest in a purple robe, a grey-haired old man in 
glasses and a military uniform, and many others; 
they were all sitting motionless, like wooden figures, 
frozen in expectation as they listened' to a splashing 
of water somewhere close at hand. Uncle Yakov was 
standing erect in the doorway with his hands behind 
his back. 

“Here, take him to bed, Yakov,” said my grand¬ 
father. 

My uncle beckoned to me and we went on tiptoe 
to my grandmother’s room. When I had crawled 
up on the bed he whispered: 

“Your Aunt Natalya has died... 

This did not surprise me—for some time she 
had not been seen around the house—had not 
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eiiLered tin.- kitchen or come lo the tulile for her 
meals. 

“Where's grandmother?” 

“In there.” he answered wilh a wave of his 
Jiund. He went out as he had rome in—liploeing in 
his hare feet. 

I lay in bed glancing anxiously about mo. 
Blind, hoary faces were glued lo the window pane; 
my grandmother’s drpss was hanging in the corner 
over the trunk—I knew this, hut now it seemed to 
me that the dress was some living creature lurking 
their in the shadows. I hid my head in the pillow, 
keeping one eye on the door; I wanted lo jump up 
and rim away; it was hoi in the room, and the house 
was filled with a stilling odour reminding me of 
how Tsiganok had died and the blood bad flowed 
over the kitchen floor. My head, or perhaps my 
heart, seemed lo swell up; every thing I had wit¬ 
nessed in that house dragged through me like a 
sledge along a wintry road, pressing me down, blot¬ 
ting me out.... 

Slowly the door of the room was opened and my 
grandmother edged through. Pushing the door closed 
wilh her shoulder, she remained leaning against it, 
her arms outstretched toward the blue flame of the 
icon lamp. 

“My poor bauds ... how they hurt..she 
whispered in a plaintive, childlike voice. 
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V 


The division of property was made that spring; 
Yakov remained in town and Mikhail went across 
the river. My grandfather bought himself a fine new 
house on Polevoy Street, with a saloon on the first 
lloor, a cosy little room in the attic, and a garden 
overlooking u ravine bristling with bare willow 
shoots. 

“Plenty of whips!” said my grandfather wilh a 
merry wink at me as we walked together down soft, 
thawing paths on an inspection of the garden. “Soon 
I’ll begin teaching you your letters, and then the 
whips’ll come in handy.” 

The whole house was crowded with tenants; my 
grandfather left only one large room on the upper 
floor for himself and the reception of guests, while 
my grandmother and I had our quarters in the attic. 
The window of this room gave onto the street, and 
by leaning out I could watch the drunkards come 
out of the saloon in the evoning and oil holidays. 
They would go stumbling down the street, roaring 
and falling in the gutter. Sometimes they would be 
thrown out of the saloon like sacks of flour, but 
they always crawled back to the door, which would 
slam with a jarring of glass and a shriek of the 
rusty pulley. Then a fight would begin. It was pmus- 
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ing to watch all this from up above. Every morning 
my grandfather went to lira sous’ workshops to help 
them get started, returning in the evening, tired and 
depressed and irritable. 

My grandmother sewed and got the meals and 
dug in the garden, bustling about all day long like 
a huge top driven by invisible springs. She would 
lake her snuff, sneeze appelizingly, and observe as 
she wiped her perspiring face: 

“Praised be tbc saints and the angels to the end 
of time! At last we’ve come to a quiet life, Alyosha 
my pigeon-widgeon! Everything’s so nice for ns 
now, thanks Lo the Holy Virgin." 

But I did not find our life very quiet. From 
morning to night the tenants kept running about 
the yard and through the house; neighbours kept 
popping in, always hurrying somewhere, always 
being late for something, always getting ready for 
something. 

“Akulina Ivanovna!” they would call to tny 
grandmother. 

And Akulina Ivanovna would smile upon all of 
them in her friendly way and listen attentively to 
all of them as she pushed the snuff up her nose with 
her thumb and wiped it neatly with a large red- 
checked handkerchief. 

‘To get rid of the lice?” she would say. “To 
get rid of the lice you must wash often at the 
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bathhouse, my dear, and best to take a steaming 
with oil of peppermint. But if the lice be under the 
skin, then take a tablespoon of goose fat—the very 
purest—a teaspoon of bichloride of mercury, and 
three drops of mercury; mix it all together seven 
times with a china pestle and then rub it on. Never 
to use a bone or a wooden spoon, else the mercury 
will spoil; and never to touch it with copper or sil¬ 
ver—that’s very harmful.” 

Sometimes, after careful consideration, she 
would say: 

“You’d best go to Asaf-lhe-Rccluse at the abbey, 
my good woman. Your question be too much for me 
lo answer.” 

She served as a midwife, as arbiter in family 
quarrels, treated sick children, recited “The Vir¬ 
gin’s Dream” so that the women could learn it 
“for good luck,” and gave advice in household 
matters: 

“The cucumbers themselves know when it’s time 
lo be pickled; soon as they stop smelling of earth 
and the like, that’s when to begin salting them down. 
To sot good kvass, its temper must be stirred: beings 
as kvass can’t abide anything sweet, throw in a few 
raisins, or some sugar—a tcaspoonful to a pailful, 
'[here's different tastes in varenets * there’s the 

* Varenets: Baked milk curds.— Trans. 
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Danube way Lo make it. and the Shpauisli, and then 
there’s the Caucasian....” 

All day I trotted ut iter heels, in tlie yard or 
the garden, or at the neighbours’, where she would 
sit for hours drinking lea and recounting talcs; il 
was as if I had grown to be part of hex, and during 
that period of my life I can remember nothing bul 
diat kind, indefatigable old woman. 

Sometimes my mother would pul in her appear¬ 
ance for brief stretches. She was still proud and 
stem and looked upon everything with eyes as cold 
and grey as winter sunlight. She never stayed long, 
and went away without leaving any .remembrance of 
herself. 

One day i said to iny grandmother: 

‘‘Are you a witch?” 

‘"There now, whatever made you think of such 
a thing!” she laughed. Bul presently she became 
very serious and added. “Who am I to lie u witch? 
Witchcraft takes lots of learning, and hero am 1 
without even knowing my letters! Look what a 
learned man youx grandfather is, but the Blessed 
Virgin didn’t see fit to make mo wise.” 

Then she confided another bit of her life to me: 

“I Loo grew up an orphan. My mother was 
without husband, and a cripple in the bargain. 
Frighted she was by the lord who owned her when 
still a maid. So she threw herself out the window 
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at night, hurting her side and her shoulder so tliaL 
her arm withered after that, her right one, the main 
one, and she an expert laceniaker. After that I lie 
nobleman had 1 no use for her and let her go—to 
make her way as best she could—buL how could slit' 
make her way with only one arm? So a beggar she 
became. BuL at that lime die people of Balakhna 
were richer and better—such brave carpenters they 
were, and lacemokers, each one belter Lhan the 
other! So we used to go a-begging, my mother and 
me, through the town in autumn and whiter; hut 
when the archangel Gabriel raised his sword and 
drove off the frost, and the spring rame over the 
earth, then off we'd go, far aB feet would carry, to 
Murom we w'enl, to Yurievets, and up along the Vol¬ 
ga and the quiet Oka. How nice it is to walk the 
earth in spring and summer—with the ground ao 
soft and the grass like velvet! And there in the fields 
the Virgin has sprinkled flowers for your joy. and 
there lie the great spaces for your heart’s delight! 
And then my mother would half close her blue eyes 
and her song would go winging away to the heaven 
—a soft voice she had, and a sweet one—and every¬ 
thing around would get quiet and breathless with 
listening. How good il was to go a-begging then! 
But when my tenth year came my mother was 
ashamed to take me with her begging; a disgrace il 
was, so she settled down in Balakhna; there she’d go 
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alone from door to door, and on Sundays on the 
porch of the .church, while I sal home learning to 
make lace. I couldn’t learn fast enough, so anxious 
was I to help my poor mother; and when the pattern 
wouldn’t turn out, there f’d sit with the tears rolling 
down my cheeks. In a hit over two ycurs, mind, 1 
learned the lacemaking, and my fame spread 
throughout the town. Whenever some special work 
was wanted, they’d come to us—"Well, Akulya, start 
your bobbin working!’ Didn’t that make me happy 
though! To be sure it wasn’t me to take the credit, 
but my mother for leaching me. If she couldn’t work 
herself with her one hand, she knew how to teach, 
and a good teacher is worth ten workers. I was so 
proud! ‘You can slop your begging now', mother,' 
says I. ‘I can feed you now with the work of my 
hands.’ But ‘Hush, you,’ says my mother. ‘Don’t you 
know it’s a dowry you must lay by for yourself with 
that money?’ Soon after that your grandfather put 
in his appearance—a very noticeable young man: 
only twenty-two and overseer of the bur Inks 
already. So his mother looked me over. She saw 
how poor I was—the daughter of a beggarwomon. 
which made it sure I would make a dutiful wife, 
Hm-m.... And she herself a bun-seller, and an evil- 
spirited woman ... but why speak ill of die dead? 
The Lord sees all that without our help; the Lord 
sees it. the devil needs it... 



She laughed hear hearty laugh; her nose quivered 
comically and her eyes caressed me with musing 
tenderness, conveying much more than words. 

I remember one quiet evening when my grand¬ 
mother and I were having tea in my grandfather’s 
room; ho himself was not well, and sat on the bed 
without any shirt on, his shoulders covered by a 
long towel with which he frequently wiped the 
perspiration off his brow. His breathing was hoarse 
and rapid, his green eyes were filmy, his face red 
and puffy. His sharp little ears were particularly 
red, and when he reached out for a glass of tea his 
hand shook pitifully. He was very meek and not 
at all like himself. 

“Why don’t you give me any sugar?” he com¬ 
plained to my grandmother in the tone of a spoiled 
child. 

“Because honey’s better for you,” she answered 
gently but firmly. 

He swallowed down the hot tea with much 
grunting and blubbering. 

“Watch out I don’t die,” he said. 

“Don’t worry, I’m watching.” 

“That’s it. If I should die now it would be like 
I never lived at all—all for nothing.” 

“Lie down and stop talking.” 
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For a minute he lay quiet with his eyes closed, 
smacking his blue lips. Suddenly he jumped up as 
though someone had pinched him. 

“Have to marry off Yakov and Mikhail soon as 
possible. Maybe wives and some more children will 
tame them down, eh?” 

He began naming over the eligible young wom¬ 
en in the town while my grandmother sat drink¬ 
ing glass after glass without making any comment. 
My grandfather had forbidden me to go out because 
of some misdemeanour, so I sat at the window 
watching the fading sunset and its bright reflection 
in the windows of the houses. 

Down in the garden flocks of beetles were buzz¬ 
ing about the birches. A cooper was hammering 
away in the next yard, while not far away I could 
hear the wheel of ascissors-grinder. From the ravine 
beyond the garden came the shouts of children 
playing among the thick bushes. I had a desperate 
longing to he out there with them, and my heart 
was heavy with the sadness of twilight. 

Suddenly my grandfather look out a brand-new 
book, slapped it against his palm, and called to me 
in a cheerful voice: 

“Hey you young whippersnapper, you cabbage 
ears you, come on over herel Sit down, Tatar face! 
See that sign? That’s ‘a’ for apple. Say it- V for 
apple. ‘B’ for buLler. ‘C’ for cellar. What’s this?” 
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“ ‘B’ for butler.” 

“RjglaL. And this?” 

“ ‘C’ for cellar.” 

“Wrong! ‘A’ for apple. Look close: ‘d’ for 
dinner, ‘e’ for ever—‘f’ for father—what’s this?” 

“ ‘E’ for ever.” 

“Right. And this?” 

“ ‘D’ for dinner.” 

“Fine. And this?” 

“ ‘A’ for apple.” 

My grandmother interrupted. 

“Bo better for you to lie quiet, father." 

“Silence! This is just what I need to keep my 
mind off my worries. Go on, Alexei!” 

He threw his hot, moist arm about my neck and 
pointed to the letters, while with the other hand he 
held the book under my very nose. Ho effused a 
smell of vinegar, sweat, and baked onion which 
nearly suffocated me. He became strangely excited 
and shouted into my ear: 

“ ‘K’ for kitchen, ‘1’ for lady!” 

The words were familiar, but the Slavonic 
letters in no way resembled them. The “1” looked 
more like a worm than a lady; the “f” looked like 
humpbacked Grigori rather than father; the bulging 
“b” reminded me of my grandmother and me togeth¬ 
er, while there was something about all the letters 
that resembled my grandfather. He kept drilling 
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me on the alphabet, taking the JeLters in order and 
out of order; he infected me with his excitement, 
so that I too broke into a sweat and began to shout 
at the top of my voice. Ibis struck him funny and 
his laugh brought on a fit of coughing. 

“Just look how lie's look to it, mother,” he 
gasped, clutching his breast and the hook. “Pliooh, 
you Astrakhan plague, you! What you hollering 
about?” 

“It’s you that’s hollering_” 

It delighted me to watch him und my grand¬ 
mother, who sal with her elbows on the table, her 
fists at her cheeks, laughing quietly as she 
watched us. 

“Enough of shouting your heads off!” she said. 

My grandfather turned to me in friendly 
explanation: 

“I’m shouting because I’m sick, but what you 
shouting for?” 

Then he shook his perspiring head and said to 
my grandmother: 

“The late Natalya was wrong when she claimed 
he had a bad memory. He’s got a memory like a 
horse! Go on, snubnose!” 

At last he jokingly pushed me off the bed. 

“That’s enough. Hang on to the book. Tomor¬ 
row you’ll tell me the whole alphabet without a 
mistake, and for that I’ll give you five kopeks.” 
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When I reached for the book, he drew me 
toward him and said sadly: 

“Wlial did your mother have to go and abandon 
you for, sonny?” 

“Now, father, no sense in talking like that,” 
put in my grandmother. 

“Wouldn’t talk like that if the hurt of it didn’t 
make me.... Ah, whal a girl Lo go wrong!” 

He pushed me away with a brusque movement. 

“Co on out and play! Bui not in the slreel— 
only in the yard or the garden, hear!” 

The garden was just the place I had been long¬ 
ing lo be: 1 knew that as soon as I put in my appear¬ 
ance up on the embankment, the boys down in the 
ravine would start throwing stones at me, and I 
wanted nothing moTe than, to pay them back in 
kind. 

“There's the pug!” they cried on. catching sight 
of me. “Here goes!” And they hurriedly collected 
ammunition. 

I had no idea what a “pug” was, so the name 
carried no insult; but it was a joy to find myself 
pitted against so many and to see how a well-aimed 
stone would put the enemy lo flight or make them 
hide in the bushes. Such fights held no malice and 
left no feeling of injury. 

I learned my letters quickly, and perhaps it was 
this that made my grandfather pay more attention 
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to me atid stop whipping me so often, though in my 
opinion I deserved more lickings than ever before. 
As I became older and bolder, I began to violate 
my grandfather’s rules and orders, but he only 
scolded, or shook his fist at me. 

It seemed to me that he had often beaten me 
without cause, and one day I told him so. 

He gave me a light tap under the chin and 
blinked into my eyes. 

“Wha-a-al?” he drawled, adding with a chuckle: 

“You little heretic, you! Who are you to decide 
how many lickings you deservo? I’m the only one 
can know that! Scat!” 

But he cuught me by the shoulder as I turned 
and once more looked roe in the eye. 

“You being sly, or just a simpleton?” 

“I don’t know." 

“Don’tknow, don’t you? Well, then I’ll tell you: 
you be sly—that’s belter than to be a simpleton. 
A calf’s a simpleton, understand? Now go on out 
and play.” 

Soon I was reading lie Psalter letter by letter. 
Usually we studied after tea in the evening, and 
each time I had to read an entire psalm. 

“B” for butter, “1” for lady, “c” for ever, 
“a” for sugar, “s” for sugar—bless; “e” for ever, 
“d” for dinner—ed: blessed. “Blessed is he ...” I 
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spelled, running my index finger along the line. 
The boredom of it gave rise to all kinds of questions. 

“Who is Blessed? Uncle Yakov?” 

“I’ll give you a whack over the head and then 
you’ll know who is blessed!” answered my grand¬ 
father with an angry snort. But I sensed that his 
anger was not genuine; it was only assumed by 
force of habit, and for decency’s sake. 

And I was nol mistaken; a minute later my 
grandfather grumbled, without a thought for me: 

“Hm-m, when it comes to singing and playing, 
he’s a regular King David, but when it comes to 
working, he’s no better than an Absalom. A song¬ 
ster, a trickster, a jester—phooh! ‘Dancing merry 
o’er green!’ Well, and how far does that dancing 
get you? Not very far!” 

I slopped reading to listen to him, glancing up 
into his frowning, worried face; his narrowed eyes 
were gazing off into the distance, and they were 
filled with a warm sadness thawing his usual 
severity. His golden eyebrows quivered and his 
stained fingernails glistened as he tapped nervously 
on the table. 

“Grandfather!” 

“Eh?” 

“Tell me a story,” 

“You go on with your reading, lazybones,” he 
grumbled, rubbing his eyes as though he had just 
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waked up. "You’d rather hear all kinds of fairy 
tales than the Psalter.” 

I suspected that lie loo would rather hoar fairy 
tales than the Psalter, though he knew the luller 
almost by heart, having taken a vow to read part 
of it out loud every evening before going to bed, 
chanting like the deacon chanted the breviary in 
church. 

Bui I pressed him for the story, and finally the 
old man gave in. 

“Oh, all Tight. You’ll he having tho Psalter 
with you all your life, hut soon I’ll he going to 
meet my Maker at the judgment seal.” 

Leaning against die neodlo-point of Lhe old 
armchair, he threw back his head, fixed his eyes on 
the ceiling, and lost himself in recollections of old 
times: once a robber band had come to Bnlakhna 
to loot the shop of the merchant Zayev. My grand¬ 
father’s father had run to the belfry to give the 
alarm, hut the robbers overtook him, slashed him 
with their swords, and threw his remains down from 
the belfry. 

“I was only a little chap at that lime; I didn’t 
see what happened and I don’t remember it; I only 
remember from lhe time the French came, in 1812 
—when I was just twelve. They drove about thirty 
prisoners into Balakhna at that time—all of them 
little and skinny, dressed in whatever they could 
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lay hands on—worse than beggars—shivering in 
their skins, some of them with their arms and legs 
froze, so they couldn’t even stand up. The muzhiks 
wanLed to kill them off, but the convoy wouldn’t 
let them. Then the troops from the garrison came 
and drove the muzhiks to their huts. After that they 
got used to each other; the Frenchmen turned out 
to be a shrewd, nimble lot, and jolly in the bargain, 
singing their songs whenever the mood struck them. 
The quality used to drive down from Nizhni in 
troikas to have a look at Lhcm. Some of those who 
came would curse the French and shake their fists 
at them, even strike them; others would talk kind 
to them in their own longue and give them money 
and old clothes to cheer them up. I remember one 
old man—a gentleman he was—who covered his 
face with his hands and started crying: ‘Just see 
what that fiend Napoleon has done to the French!’ 
he says. Think of that—a Russian, and a gentleman 
at that, with such a kind heart—taking pity on 
foreigners dial way... 

For a moment he was silent, closing his eyes 
and stroking down his 'hair. Then he continued 
cautiously, rummaging through his memories of the 
past. 

“Winter, with a blizzard raging and the cold 
pressing down hard on the huls, and the Frenchmen 
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running to our window and-calling to ray mother— 
she used to make buns to peddle—they’d knock at 
the window, jumping about and shouting for buns. 
My mother wouldn’t let them into the hut; she’d 
hand them their buns through the window. They’d 
grab them, all hot and steaming, righl from the oven, 
and slick them inside their shirts, tight against 
their frozen bodies, right to their hearts; how Uiey 
ever stood it! Lots of them died of the cold—people 
from a warm country, not used to such frosts. Two 
of them lived in our bathhouse, down in the garden 
—an officer and his adjutant named Miron; the 
officer was tall and thin, nothing but skin and 
bones, and he went around in a woman’s cloak that 
came to his knees. He was a gentle soul, but a regu¬ 
lar drunkard. My mother brewed beer on the side 
and sold it; he’d buy himself beer and drink himself 
drunk and start singing his songs. He learned to 
babble a bit in our longue: ‘Your land’s not white,’ 
he would say. ‘It’s black and harsh.’ He spoke very 
broken, hut you could understand what he meant, 
and it’s the truth—nothing gentle about our north¬ 
ern parts. If you go down the Volga the land gets 
warmer and softer, and down past the Caspian 
seems there’s no snow at all. You can be sure of ibis, 
seeing*s how you’ll not find anything about snow 
or'about winter in the Gospels, or the Acts, or the 
Psalter, and it was down in that country Christ 
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lived.... Soon’s we finish the Psalter, you and 
mo'll start reading the Gospels.” 

Again he became silent and seemed to doze off; 
when his mind was fixed on something, he would 
stare out the window with his eyes narrowed, his 
whole figure little and sharp. 

“Go on,” I urged quietly. 

“Ah well!" he said with a start. “What was it I 
was talking about? The French? Well, they’re also 
humans, no worse than us sinners. They’d go shout¬ 
ing alter my mother, ‘Madame, madarne!’ which 
means ‘my dame’ in their longue, but that there 
‘dame’ would go toting home a sack of flour weigh¬ 
ing no loss than five poods if an ounce. Strong as 
an ox she was; it meant nothing for her to go fling¬ 
ing me around by the hair right up until I was 
twenty years old. And I was no weakling myself at 
that time. That adjutant Miron was a great lover of 
horses: he’d go from yard to yard making signs, 
asking to be allowed to groom the horses. At first 
people were scared—an enemy—might ruin the 
horses. But after a while the muzhiks used to ask 
him themselves: ‘Hi there, Miron!’ and he’d laugh 
and duck his head like a bull and come running. 
His hair was red as a carrot, and he had a big nose 
and thick lips. He was a fine groom and knew how 
to cure the horses of various ailments; later he 
became a groom in Nizhni, but he went off his head 
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and Che firemen beat him Lo death. As for the 
officer, he sort of went into a decline when spring 
came, and on the day of Saint Nikolai he died 
quietlike: sat dreaming at the window of llio bath¬ 
house and passed away, just silting there with his 
head out the window. I fell sorry for him; even 
shed a few tears; a gentle soul lie was; used to 
take me by the ears and whisper something soft in 
his own longue. I couldn’L understand his words, 
hut they sounded nice. Nol too much human kind¬ 
ness in this world. Once he started leaching me how 
to talk his language, but my mother forbid it. She 
even took me lo the priest and he ordered me a 
beating and put in a complaint about the officer. 
People were strict in those days, brother! You don’t 
have to suffer what we did—others have suffered it 
for you, and don’t you ever forget it! Take me, for 
example—what I’ve suffered!” 

It grew dark. My grandfather strangely expand¬ 
ed in the darkness and his eyes shone like those of 
a cat. Ha recounted his story quietly, cautiously, 
musingly, but when he spoke of himself he became 
animated and boastful. I did not like lo hear him 
speak of himself and I did nol likn his constant 
admonitions: 

“Remember that!” “Don’t you forget it!” 

There were many things he told mo which 
I would have been glad to have forgotten, but they 
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stuck in my mind like painful splinters, even with¬ 
out his admonitions. He never told me fairy tales 
—only accounts of true happenings. I had observed 
that questions annoyed him, and so I made a point 
of putting them: 

“Who’s better—Russians or Frenchmen?” 

“Who can tell? J never saw Frenchmen in their 
own country,” he answered with irritation, adding: 

“Even a rat’s all right in its own hole.” 

“Are Russians all right?” 

“Some are, some aren’t. They were better when 
they were serfs—like wrought iron. Now the chain’s 
off their feet, buL they’ve nothing to cat. To be sure 
the gentlefolk are a hardhearted lot, but they’ve got 
more sense than the muzhik. Can’t say that about 
all of them, hut once a gentleman’s good, he’s very 
good. Some are the veriest fools—like sacks—hold 
whatever you stuff them with. Too many empty 
shells among us—at first glance looks like a human 
being, but on looking a little closer you see the 
worms have eaten out all the kernel—nothing left 
but a shell. What we need is some learning; need 
to sharpen our wits, but there’s nothing to sharpen 
them on....” 

“Are Russians strong?” 

“Some arc, but it’s not strength that counts, it’s 
skill; the strongest man is weaker than a horse.” 

“Why did the French fight us?” 
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• “Well, now—wars—ihcy’re the business of the 
tsar. It’s not for simple folk like us to understand 
why.” 

But I shall never forget my grandfather's an¬ 
swer when I asked him who Bonaparte was: 

“He was a brave fellow who wanted to conquer 
the whole earth, so’s everybody could live equal— 
no lords and officials, but just like that—all the 
same. The names would stay different, but the .rights 
equal for everybody. And the same faith for every¬ 
body. No sense in that, of course; it’s only crabs 
are all alike. Take fish, now—even they’re all differ¬ 
ent: the salmon’s no friend of the catfish, and the 
sturgeon’s not making up to the herring. We’ve had 
our own Bonaparles—Stepan Razin, for example, 
and Emelyan Pugachov—but I’ll tell you about 
them another lime. ...” 

Sometimes he would stare at me wide-eyed for 
a long lime, as though he had never hccu me before, 
and this was very unpleasant. 

But he never spoke to me about my father or 
mother. 

Sometimes grandmother would enter during 
these conversations. She would quietly take a seat 
in the comer and say nothing until suddenly she 
would ask a question in her caressing voice: 

“Remember, father, how fine it was that lime 
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you and me made a pilgrimage to Murom to pray 
to the Virgin? What year was that?” 

“Don’t remember exactly, but it was before the 
cholera—the year they combed the forest for the 
Olonchans.” 

“That’s right. I remember how scared we were 
of them... 

“Hm-m.” 

I asked who the Olonchans were and why they 
hid in the forest. My grandfather answered 
reluctantly. 

“The Olonchans were simply muzhiks—serfs 
who ran away from work at the factories.” 

“How did they catch them?” 

“How do you suppose? Like when the boys 
play—some of them run, others catch them. Once 
they’re caught, they get licked with whips and 
thongs; used to get their nostrils slit too, and 
brands put on their foreheads to show they were 
punished.” 

“What for?” 

“Who knows? That’s a dark business, and it’s 
hard to say who was at fault, the ones who did the 
running or the ones who did the catching.” 

“Remember, father,” pul in my grandmother 
once more, “how it was after the great fire?” 

“Which great fire?” asked my grandfather with 
a stem insistence on accuracy. 
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Lost in their reminiscences, they became obliv¬ 
ious of my presence. Their voices went on quietly, 
and with such measured rhythm that at times it 
seemed they were singing a song, a gruesome song 
about fires and illnesses and the thrashings dealt to 
human beings, about accidental dcatlis and clever 
swindles, about religious fanatics and irascible 
gentlemen from tbe upper classes. 

“How much we’ve seen! How much we’ve lived 
through!” muttered my grandfather. 

“And has it been a bad life?” asked my grand¬ 
mother. “Just think what a fine spring it was when 
Varvara was born!” 

“That was in ’48, the year of the march on 
Hungary; day after we had Varvara baptized they 
drove off her godfather Tikhon..,.” 

“And he never came back,” sighed my grand¬ 
mother. 

“Never came back. From that day on God’s 
mercy slipped past us like water over a raft. Ah, 
Varvara... 

“Enough, father... 

“Why enough?” he answered angrily. ‘Turned 
out bad, our children, however you look at them. 
Our strength all poured away into nothing. You and 
me thought we were putting things by in a sound 
basket, but the Lord saw fit to slip a sieve into our 
hands... ” 
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He cried out as if he had heen branded, run¬ 
ning about the room, moaning, denouncing his 
children, shaking his bony little fist at my 
grandmother. 

“And it’s all your spoiling that cent them to 
the dogs, you softy! You witch, you!” 

The extremity of his bitterness drove him into 
the icon corner, where he beat himself on his thin, 
sounding breast and wailed tearfully: 

“Why, oh Lord? Am I so much worse than 
anybody else?” 

His wet eyes glistened with pain and indig¬ 
nation, and bis whole body trembled. 

My grandmother remained sitting in the dark¬ 
ness, silently crossing herself. Finally she went over 
to him. 

“Why torture yourself like this?” she said 
persuasively. “The Lord knows what He’s about. 
There be not many children better than ours. It’s 
the same everywhere, father—quarrels and fighting 
and fussing. All mothers and fathers wash, away 
their sins with their own tears. You’re not the only 
one....” 

Sometimes her words would calm him, and he 
would wearily slip into 'bed, while my grandmother 
and I would steal away to our attic. 

But once when she went over to him with her 
gentle words, he whirled around and struck her a 
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sounding blow in die face with his fist. My 
grandmother swayed and pressed her hand to her 
lips. When she had sufficiently recovered, she said 
in a calm, quiet voice: 

“You fool ..and spat the blood at liis feet. 
He raised his arms over his head and shrieked 
twice: 

“Get out before I kill you!” 

“Fool!” repeated my grandmother, going 
toward the door. He threw himself after her, hut 
she unhurriedly stepped over the sill and slamuied 
the door in his face. 

“The old hussy,” hissed my grandfather, red as 
a glowing coal, as he clutched the jamb, scratching 
at it with his nails. 

I sat on the bunk built against the stove more 
dead than alive, scarcely believing my own eyes. 
This was die first lime ho had ever struck iny 
grandmother in my presence, and I was crushed 
by the repulsiveness of iu His act revealed a now 
quality in him, something which nothing could 
justify and which bore down on me with an awful 
weight. He kept standing there, hanging on to the 
doorjamb, shrinking and going grey, as though 
dusted with ashes. Suddenly he went to the centre 
of the Toom, fell on his knees and slumped forward, 
supporting himself on his arm. Then he straight- 
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ened up, beat himself on the breast with both hands, 
and cried.... 

“Oh God, oh God... ” 

I slid off the warm tiles of the bunk as though 
they were ice and ran out. Upstairs my grandmother 
was walking up and down, rinsing her mouth. 

“Does it hurl?” 

She went over to the corner and spit the water 
into the waste bucket. 

“It's all right,” she auswered calmly. “My teeth 
are whole—just a cut on the lip.” 

“Why did he do it?” 

“Lost his temper,” she answered, glancing out 
the window. “It’s hard for him, old man that he 
is, so much misfortune.... You go to hed and 
forget about it... 

I asked her about something else, but with 
unwonted sharpness she replied: 

“Didn’t you hear me? Go to hed! Such a dis¬ 
obedient lad....” 

She sat down by die irindow and sucked at her 
lip, frequently spitting into her handkerchief. I kept 
looking at her as I undressed: a sprinkling of stars 
could be seen in the square of night sky above her 
head. Everything was quiet outside, everything 
dark inside. 

When I was in bed she came over to me and 
quietly stroked my forehead. i 
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“Sleep iu peace,” she said. “I'm going down lo 
him. ... Don’t you feel too sorry for me, pigeon- 
widgeon, a lot of it’s my own fault.... Go to 
sleep!” 

She kissed me and went out. leaving me witih 
a choking sadness. I jumped out of the soft, hot 
bed and went to the window, where I stood glancing 
down into the empty street, numbed iby unbear¬ 
able pain. 

.VI 

Once more life became a nightmare. One eve¬ 
ning after tea, when my grandfather and I were 
reading the Psalter and my grandmother was wash¬ 
ing up the dishes, my Uncle Yakov rushed into the 
room. He was as dishevelled as ever, looking like 
a worn-out broom. He threw his cap into the corner 
and without a word of greeting began to speak with 
wild gestures. 

“Mikhail’s on a rampage, pa! He had dinner at 
our place, drank himself drunk and went raging 
mad: broke the dishes, tore up a woolen dress 
belonging to a customer, broke the window, and 
cursed me and Grigori. He’s coming here and swore 
he’d get you: ‘I’ll pull all the hairs out of pa’s 
beard!’ he yelled. ‘I’ll kill him!’ he cried. You 
better watch out... 

Grandfather leaned on the table and slowly 
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pulled himself to his feet, his face all drawn toward 
his nose, making it look for all the world like a 
halcheL, 

“Hear that, mother?” he squeaked. “What d’ye 
think of that, eh? Coming to kill his own father! 
There’s a son for you! Well, the time’s come! The 
time’s come, fellows... 

He squared his shoulders and began pacing the 
floor. Then he went to the door and fastened it with 
a heavy hook. 

“The both of you are still after that dowry of 
Varvara’s, I know,” lie said, turning to Yakov. 
“Well, here’s how you’ll get it!” and he snapped 
his fingers under my uncle’s nose. 

“Why jump on me, pa?” said the latter, spring¬ 
ing back and speaking in an offended tone. 

“You? I know you too!” 

Grandmother said nothing as she hurriedly put 
the cups in the cupboard. 

“I came to protect you!” 

“Ha!” laughed my grandfather scornfully. 
“That’s a good one! Thanks, son! Here, mother, give 
this foxey something to work with—a poker, or a 
flatiron! And you, Yakov Vasilyevich, soon as 
your brother breaks the door open you’ll give it to 
him—on my head!” 

, My uncle thrust his hands in his pockets and 
slunk off to one side. 
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“Well, if you don’t want lo believe me_” 

“Believe yon ?” shouted my grandfather with a 
stamp of his foot. “I’d believe a cal, or a rat, or a 
kangaroo—but not you! It’s yon that gave him the 
liquor and egged him on—I know! Well, now beat 
him up! Take your choice—him or me!” 

Grandmother turned to me and whispered: 

“Run upstairs and watch for Uncle Mikhail 
through the window. Soon’s you see him, come tell 
us! Be off, hurry!” 

So up I went and planted myself at the win¬ 
dow, a bit intimidated by the thought of what my 
raging uncle would do when he gol hero, but swell¬ 
ing with pride at the responsible task entrusted to 
me. The street was wide, and covered with a ihick 
layer of dust, through which Lhe curves of the 
cobbles protruded. It extended far to the left, 
crossing a ravine and coining out on Oatrozhnaya 
Square, where the grey building of the old jail with 
its four towem stood firmly implanted in the clay 
soil. There was a certain melancholy beauty and 
impressiveness about this building. To the right, 
three houses from ours, the street ran into Scnnaya 
Square, bounded on the opposhe side by yellow 
barracks for prisoners and the ogling fire lower, at 
the top of which the watchman walked round and 
round like a dog on a chain. The square was cut 
up by gullies and ditches, the bottom of oue of 
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which was filled with green slime, while to the 
right lay Dukov Pond. It was there, according to 
my grandmother, my uncles had once thrown my 
father through a hole in the ice. Almost opposite my 
window was a by-street lined with little, motley 
houses; it ended in the church of the Three Saints, 
a thick structure crouching against the earth. On 
looking straight out of the window, the roofs seemed 
to be boats upturned on the green waves of the 
orchards. 

The dusty houses of our street, faded by the 
winds of long winters, washed by endless autumn 
rains, stood huddled together like beggars on a 
church porch, glancing about furtively with their 
bulging windows as though, like me, they were wait¬ 
ing for something. The few people in sight walked 
as unhurriedly as meditative roaches climbing the 
stove. A stifling heat rose to my window, bringing 
with it the detested odour of pirog stuffed with 
spring onions and carrots. To the present day I find 
this odour intolerable. 

The scene was oppressive—oppressive in a 
peculiar way which was almost unbearable. My 
breast became filled with liquid lead, which pressed 
against my ribs and chest until it seemed that I was 
being blown up like a bubble which could not be 
contained in this tiny room with its coffin-like 
ceiling. 
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Suddenly I caught sight of Uncle Mikhail 
glancing out from behind the grey house on the 
comer of the hy-strcel. He had pulled Ins cap down 
so that iL made his ears stick out. He was wearing 
a short brown coat and knee bools all covered with 
dust; one hand was in the pocket of his cheeked 
pants, the other holding on to his beard. I could 
not see his face, but he was standing as though Ire 
meant to leap across the streel and dig his black, 
hairy claws into grandfalher’s house. I should have 
run downstairs and told them that lie had come, 
but I could not tear myself away from die window. 
I saw him steal cauLiously across the street, as 
though he were afraid to dirty his grey bools, and 
heard the jarring of glass and the squeaking of 
hinges as he opened the door of the saloon. 

I ran downstairs and knocked at Lho door of my 
grandfather’s room. 

Who’s there?” he cried gruffly, without open- 
ing. ‘Ton? Well? Went into the saloon, you say? 
All right, go back where you came from!” 

“I’m afraid....” 

“Can’t be helped!” 

I went. It was getting dark; the dust of the 
street became thicker and darker; oily yellow lights 
appeared in the windows; from the house across 
the street came the sound of string music playing 
something fine and mournful. Someone was singing 
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in lihc saloon; whenever die door was opened I 
could hear a tired, broken voice which I knew to 
belong to the one-eyed beggar Nikilushka, a bearded 
old man whose left eye was tight shut and whose 
right one resembled a red hot coal. The slamming of 
the door would chop off his song like -the blow of 
an axe. 

My grandmother envied the beggar; whenever 
she heard him sing she would sigh and say: 

“How lucky he is to know so many wonderful 
songs!” 

Sometimes she would call him into our yard. 
He would ait on the porch leaning on his cane, 
singing and reciting verses, while my grandmother 
would sit next to him, interrupting with an occa¬ 
sional question. 

“You mean to say the Holy Virgin has been in 
Ryazan?” 

“She’s been everywhere—in all the guber¬ 
nias ..he would answer convincingly. 

A sleepy exhaustion crept imperceptibly along 
the street, pressing down on my heart and closing 
my eyes. If only my grandmother -would come! Or 
even my grandfather! What sort of person must 
my father have been, that my uncles and grandfa¬ 
ther should have disliked him so, while my grand¬ 
mother and Grigori and nanny Yevgenia should 
speak so well of him? And where was my mother? 
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Of late I kept thinking more and more often of 
my mother, envisioning her as the heroine of all 
my grandmother’s tales and legends. The fact that 
my mother did not want to live with her family only 
raised her in my estimation. I imagined that she 
was living with a hand of highwaymen ut an inn, 
and that they robbed the rich and divided the spoil 
among the poor. Or perhaps she was living in a 
cave in the forest, again with a band of kindheurled 
robbers for whom she cooked and guarded stolen 
gold. Or still another version was that she was 
wandering over the earth counting its treasures like 
the “Robber-princess” Yengalychcva, accompanied 
by the Holy Virgin, who kept saying to her as she 
said to the “Robber-princess”: 

It is not for thee, thou greedy one. 

To strip the earth of its silver and gold; 

It is not for thee, thou grasping one , 

To hide thy shame *ncath the treasures of earth! 

And my mother answered her in the words of 
the “Robber-princess”: 

Forgive me, oh Virgin Immaculate, 

And pity my soul for its sinfulness. 

Not for myself do I plunder so, 

For the sake of my son, my beloved one .... 
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Then the Holy Virgin, who was as kindhearled 
as my grandmother, forgave her, and said: 

Ah, thou vixen, thou Var.yushka, 

Ah, thou Tatar incorrigible! 

Go, if thou must, thy chosen path: 

Choose the way; rue the day. 

But. touch not the folk of this Russian land. 

On a forest trail a Mordovian flail. 

Or a Kalmyk slay on the stcppelaruls grey .... 

1 lost myself in recollections of these legends as 
in a dream, from which I was roughly awakened by 
a bustling and shuffling and roaring coming from 
the hall and the yard down below. Leaning out of 
the window I saw my grandfather and Uncle Yakov 
and the funny saloonkeeper Melyan pushing my 
Uncle Mikhail through the gate out into the street; 
he fought his way back, hut they kicked him and 
boat him on the arms, the back, the shoulders, and 
at last he went flying into the dust of the street. The 
gate was slammed, locked and bolted, his bat¬ 
tered cap tossed over the fence, and everything be¬ 
came quiet. 

After lying still for a while, my rumpled, 
tattered uncle sat up, picked up a cobblestone, and 
hurled it at the gate, producing a dull thud like a 
blow on the bottom of a barrel. Dark-faccd people 
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came crawling out of the saloon and started bellow¬ 
ing and waving their arms; heads appeared in the 
windows of the houses; the street became lively with 
yells and laughter. This too was like a fairy tale— 
fascinating, but unpleasant aud even frightening. 

Suddenly everything was over, everyone had 
gone, all was quiet. 

On die trunk by the door sat my grandmother, 
all hunched over, motionless, scarcely breathing; 
I was standing in front of her stroking her soil, 
warm, wet cheeks, but apparently she was unaware 
of it, and only sat there muttering miserably: 

“Dear Lord, wasn’t there enough good sense Lo 
go around when it came to me and my children? 
God help us_” 

It seeips to me that my grandfather lived not 
more than a year in this house on Polevoy Street— 
from spring to spring. But in so short a time the 
house managed to become notorious; almost every 
Sunday the urdhins would come running to our 
gates, joyfully announcing lo the entire block: 

“Another fight at the Kashirin’s!” 

Usually Uncle Mikhail would come in the 
evening and Temain the whole night, keeping the 
house in a stale of siege, its inhabitants in a stale 
of alarm. Sometimes he would bring two or three 
assistants along—desperate young bucks from the 
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Kunavino workshop. They would climb up the 
ravine into the garden, and there give full rein to 
the dictates of their drunken imagination. They 
pulled up all the raspberry and currant bushes, 
and one night they ruined the bathhouse, breaking 
everything in it that was breakable—the shelves, the 
benches, the boilers. They took the stove apart, 
pulled up some of the floor boards, lipped off the 
door and the jamb. 

My grandfather stood at the window silent and 
lowering, listening to them destroy his property; my 
grandmother ran out into the yard, where she 
became lost in the darkness. But her voice came 
back pleadingly: 

“MikhailI Think what you’re doing, Mikhail!” 

In reply came a string of foul and idiotic 
Russian oaths, the meaning of which must have 
been beyond the comprehension and feeling of the 
beasts vomiting .them forth. 

There could be no thought of following grand 
mother at such a moment, but it was frightening 
without her. I went down into grandfather’s room. 

“Out of here, anathema!” he shouted at me 
hoarsely. 

I ran back to the attic and staTed out into the 
darkness of the garden, trying not to lose sight of 
my grandmother, crying and calling to her, afraid 
that they would kill her. She did not come, but on 
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hearing my voice, my drunken uncle addressed 
some filthy oaths to my mother. 

Oil one such evening my grandfather was 
ill. He lay in bed and kepi crying plaintively 
as he rolled his head back and forth over the 
pillow: 

“Is this all I lived for, sinned for, hoarded for? 
If it wasn’t so shameful, I’d call the police and haul 
them up before the governor.... What a disgrace! 
Who ever heard of parents sicking the police on 
their own children? So there’s nothing you can do 
but keep lying here, old man!” 

Suddenly he threw his legs over the edge of the 
bed and went staggering to the window. 

“Here, where you going?” cried my grand¬ 
mother, catching him by the arm. 

“Give me a light!” ho ordered, his breath com¬ 
ing in great gasps. 

When my grandmother had lighted the cundle, 
he held il in front of him like a gun and shouted 
mockingly through the window: 

“Phooh, Mishka, thief in the night, mad as a 
dog with the scurvy!” 

Immediately the upper pane of the window was 
shattered and half a brick fell on the table next to 
my grandmother. 

“Missed!” yelled my grandfather, and began 
either to laugh or to cry. 
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My grandmother picked him up in her arms as 
though he were me and laid him on the bed, mutter¬ 
ing in a frightened voice: 

“What are you doing, for the love of ChrisL! If 
anything should happen, it’d he Siberia for him; do 
you think he realizes it means Siberia when he’s 
in such a state?” 

My grandfather lay with his legs jerking as he 
sobbed hoarsely: “Let him kill me... 

A roaring and stamping came from outside. I 
took the brick off the table and ran to the window, 
but my grandmother managed to snatch me up and 
thrust me in the corner, hissing: 

“You crazy little brail” 

Another lime my uncle mounted the back porch 
and began swinging a huge club at the entrance 
door. My grandfather stood in the hall waiting foT 
him, supported by two lodgers with clubs in theiT 
hands and the large wife of the saloonkeeper wield¬ 
ing a rolling pin. Behind them pressed my grand¬ 
mother. 

“Lei me reach him,” she pleaded. “Let me have 
a word with him.” 

My grandfather held his club upraised nnd 
stood with one foot forward like the muzhik with 
the spear in the painting, “The Bear Hunt.” When 
my grandmother rushed over to him, he silently 
pushed her away with his foot and his elbow. All 
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four of them stood in menacing poses of expecta¬ 
tion; a lamp hanging on the wall above them light¬ 
ed their faces with its fitful flame. I stood watching 
from the attic stairs, anxious to take my grand¬ 
mother away. 

My uncle kept furiously beating the door. The 
lower hinge was already broken, and scraped 
unpleasantly, leaving the door hanging by only tire 
upper hinge, which also threatened to give way. 
Grandfather spoke to his supporters in the same 
sort of scraping voice: 

‘‘Beat him over the hands and the legs, but nnL 
on the head, mind.” 

Next to the door was a little window, just large 
enough to slick a head through; my uncle had 
already broken the glass of this window, leaving it 
to gape darkly, fringed with splintered glass, like 
an empty eye socket. 

My grandmother ran to the window, thrust her 
arm through, and waved to Mikhail as she cried: 

“Misha, for Christ’s sake, go away! They’ll 
cripple you for life! Go away!” 

He struck her over the arm with his club; I 
could see something heavy flash across the window 
and fall on her arm, after which my grandmother 
sank to the floor, just managing to cry once more. 
“Run, Misha ..before she became limp and 
silent. 
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“Ah,—mother!’’ wailed my grandfather in a 
dreadful voice. 

The door opened, my uncle jumped through the 
black opening, but was immediately thrown out onto 
the porch like a spadeful ot dirt. 

The wife of the saloonkeeper took my grand¬ 
mother to grandfather’s room; he soon followed. 

“Is the hone broken?” he asked unhappily, go¬ 
ing over to her. 

“Looks like it’s broken,” she replied without 
opening her eyes. “Cut what have you done to him 
—to him!” 

“Come to your senses, woman!” cried my grand¬ 
father angrily. “What do you think I am, a beast? 
We tied him up and he’s lying out in the shed. 
I poured a bucket of water over him. There’s a fiend 
for you! Where does he gel it from?” 

My grandmother groaned. 

“I’ve sent for the bonesetter already; try lo 
bear it a while,” said my grandfather, sitting down 
next lo her on the bed. “They’ll be the death of 
us yet, mother; bring us to our graves before 
our time.” 

“Give them everything.” 

“And what about Varvara?” 

They spoke for a long time, grandmother in a 
quiet, plaintive voice, ray grandfather noisily and 
angrily. 
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Then a little, hunchbacked old woman put in 
her appearance. She had a mouth slrelching from 
ear to ear; her lower jaw trembled, her mouth hung 
open like a fish's, and her upper lip was bisected hv 
u sharp nose. Her eyes could not he seen, she could 
scarcely move her legs and kept shuflling across the 
floor with her crutch, jingling the little bundle she 
carried. 

This, I thought, was Death conic to my grand¬ 
mother. I ran over to the old woman and shouted 
at the top of my lungs: 

"Get out of here!” 

My grandfather grabbed me up and battled nte 
unceremoniously to the attic. 

VII 

At n very early date 1 realized that my grand¬ 
father had one god. my grandmother another. 

On waking in the morning, grandmother would 
usually ait for a long time on the bed combing her 
amazing hair, jerking her head, clenching her teeth 
n3 she pulled out whole locks of the long black silk, 
and cursing under her breath so as not to wake 
me up: 

‘‘A pox on you, a plague on you, damn you!"’ 

When she had managed to untangle it more ox 
less, she would braid it and wash herself hurriedly. 
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with angry spluttering. Without having washed the 
irritation from her large face, all wrinkled with 
sleep, she would kneel in front of lire icons. Then 
would begin her true morning ablutions which left 
her completely refreshed. 

Straightening her spine and throwing back her 
head, she would glanee affectionately into the round 
face of the Virgin of Kazan and cross herself fervent¬ 
ly as gibe whispered: 

"Messed Virgin, pour thy blessings on the ruin¬ 
ing day... 

Then she would bow to Lhe very floor, raise her¬ 
self slowly, and again whisper with growing fervour: 

“Fount of all joy, beauty inexpressible, like an 
apple tree in full bloom... 

Almost every morning she found new words of 
praise ami adoration, and this made me listen to 
each of her prayers with strained attention. 

“I)cur heart, so pure, so divine! Light of my 
soul, guardian of my hearth, sun of heaven, so 
hright. so golden, precious mother of God, save us 
from the onrushings of evil, save us all from need¬ 
less abuse, and me from being offended without 
ruuse... 

A smiile hovered in the depths of her dark eyes, 
and she seemed to have become younger as she 
again crossed herself with a slow movement of her 
heavy hand. 
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'■Dear Jesus, sou ol Gorl, bo merciful to me, a 
sinner, for thine own mother’s sake... 

Her prayers were always a laudatory offering, 
a pean of praise coming from a simple anil 
sincere heart. 

In the morning she did not linger long over her 
prayers; it was necessary to put up the samovar, 
since my grandfather no longer kept a servant, and 
if she made him wail for his morning Lea, she was 
rewarded by violent and endless reproaches. 

Sometimes, if he had awakened earlier than my 
grandmother, he would climb up lo the attic and 
find her at her prayers. He would stand listening 
silently, with a contemptuous smile at the corners 
of his thin, dark lips, remarking later at the break¬ 
fast table: 

“How many times have I taught you how to 
pray, you thickhead, but on you go, in your stubborn 
way, muttering along like a heretic! Uow God ever 
puls up with it is more than [ can undorstund!” 

“He understands,” answered tny grandmother 
confidently. “No matter what you say to Him, Ho’s 
sure to understand.” 

“Crazy as a Chuvash, that’s what you arc! 
Phooh!” 

Her God was with her all day long. Slio even 
told the animals about Him. I could see that it was 
easy for all creatures—people, dogs, birds, bees. 
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and even growing things—to submit lo dial God. 
He was equally kind and equally dear to everything 
on earth. 

One day the mischievous tomcat belonging to 
the saloonkeeper's wife—a lovely grey, golden- 
headed beast which was a favourite in the yard in 
spile of the fact that it was a toady and a aly 
glultou—caught a starling. My grandmother took 
the tortured bird away from die cal and Baid angrily: 

“No fear of God in your heart, dial’s what’s the 
trouble with you, you horrid beasty!” 

The janitor and the saloonkeeper’s wife laughed 
at my grandmother for these words, but she shouted 
at them angrily: 

“You think the animals have no knowledge of 
God? The least of them knows Him as well as you, 
you hardhearted creatures!” 

While harnessing the fat. listless Sharap, she 
would murmur: 

“Why so unhappy, servant of God? Getting old 
I guess... .” 

The horse would sigh and shake its head. 

Yet she did not utter die name of God as often 
as did my grandfather. I could understand my 
grandmother’s God and was not afraid of Him, yet 
I dared not lie in His presence. That would have 
been shameful. Because of this shame, I never lied 
to my grandmother. It was quite impossible to hide 


149 



anything from so kind a God, and so far as I can 
remember, I never had any inclination to do so. 

One day the saloonkeeper’s wife had a quarrel 
with my grandfather, and included my innocent 
grandmother in her vituperations, even throwing a 
carrot aL her. 

“Ami it’s a fool you are, my fine lady!” relorted 
grandmother calmly. Bui I was deeply offended for 
grandmother's sake and decided to lake revenge. 

For some time I considered what would he the 
best way to injure this fat, redheaded woman with 
the double chin and no eyes to speak of. 

In the internecine wars waged by our neigh¬ 
bours, I had observed that vengeance wus wreaked 
by chopping off the tails of cals, poisoning dogs, 
killing chickens, or by stealing into the enemy’s 
cellar at night and pouring kerosene into barrels 
of sauerkraut or pickles, or pulling the stoppers out 
of kegs of kvass. But none of these means satisfied 
me. It was necessary to think up something more 
bold and terrible. 

And so I decided on the following measure: 
when the saloonkeeper’s wife climbed down into the 
cellar, I closed the hatch after her, locked it. did 
a dance of vengeance on top, and threw the key up 
on the roof. Then I rushed into the kitchen where 
my grandmother was cooking. At first site could 
not understand my ecstasy, but when she discovered 
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il.s cause, site slapped me on the parts provided 
for that purpose, dragged me out into the yard, and 
sent me up on the roof for Lhe key. Gnashed by her 
reaction, I silently procured the key and then ran 
into a corner of the yard, from where I watched 
my grandmother free the prisoner, and then come 
walking toward me in the company of the hated 
one, both of them laughing amiably. 

‘’I'll give iL to you yet!” threatened the saloon¬ 
keeper's wife, shaking her fat fist at me, hut her 
eyeless face was smiling good-naturedly. My grand¬ 
mother look me by the scruff of the neck and led 
me into the kitchen, 

‘‘What did you do that for?” she asked. 

‘"Didn’t she throw a carrot at you?” 

“Aha! So it was on my account you did it, eh? 
I’ll show you, you little whippersnapper! I’ll shove 
you under Lhe stove with the mice, and then you’ll 
get some sense in you! A fine champion you make! 
Come, everybody, and lake a look at this little 
bubble before it bursts! If I tell your grandfather, 
won’t he take the skin off your behind for you 
though! Get up into the attic now and have a look 
at those books of yours!” 

She did; not speak to me for the rest of the day, 
hut in the evening before saying her prayers, ahe 
sat down on the side of my bed and said these un¬ 
forgettable words: 



‘"Listen, pigeon-widgeon, just remember this: 
never butt into the affairs of grownups. Grownups 
are a spoiled lot—tried by toils and temptations. 
But you’re not—not yet. So you jusL go ou living 
according to your child lights, until the Lord secs 
fit to touch your heart find show you your task, lead¬ 
ing you out onto the path you must trod. Ts that 
clear? As for who’s to blame lor what--—that’s none 
of your business. God will judge and punish. That's 
for Him, not for us.” 

She was silent far a minute, during which she 
took some snuff, and then she nn rrowed her right 
eye and added: 

“Sometimes die Lord Hissell is hard pul to tell 
who’s to blame.” 

“Why, doesn’t He know everything?” I asked 
in surprise. 

“If He did,” she replied sadly, “there’s lots of 
things people wouldn’t lw a-doing. He siLs up there 
in heaven, watching us sinners down below, and 
sometimes he breaks into such Lears, such sobbing! 
‘Ah, my people, my people, my own dear people!’ 
he weeps. ‘How nry heart bleeds fox you!’ ” 

She herself was weeping, and without bothering 
to dry her tears, she went to the icon corner to pray. 

From that time on her God became even dearer 
and more comprehensible to me. 

At his lessons my grandfather also taught me 
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that God was all-knowing, all-seeing, and ever 
present, a help to man in all Ills trouble. But grand¬ 
father did not pray like grandmother. 

Before going to L'hc iron corner in the morning, 
he would carefully wash und dress and comib his 
Ted hair and heard; only after adjusting his blouse 
in the mirror and lying the black cravat he wore 
inside his vest would he creep stealthily toward the 
icons. He would always come to a halt at one and 
the same knot in the floor board which resembled 
the eye of a horse, his arms stiff at his sides like a 
soldier’s. After a moment’s silence, during which 
he stood with bowed head, thin and straight, lie 
would say impressively: 

“In the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Ghost!” 

It always seemed to me that the room became 
particularly quiet after these words—even the flies 
seemed to buzz with a certain veneration. 

Now his head was thrown back, bis eyebrows 
bristling, his golden beard horizontal with the floor. 
He said his prayers in a firm voice, as though recit¬ 
ing a lesson, pronouncing the words emphatically 
and dcmandingly. 

“Cometh the Judgment Day when no man 
knowelh, to expose the deeds of men... 

Beating himself lightly on the chest, he would 
press his request: 
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“Against Thee, Thee only, have 1 sinned.... 
Hide Thy face from my sins... 

Every word was stressed as lie recited Lire 
‘‘Creed,” and he heal time by jerking; his right leg. 
He stood there neat and clean and commanding, 
drawing his whole body toward the icons, scenting 
to grow taller and thinner and harder. 

"Thou, who hast borne the Great Healer, cleanse 
my heart of all evil; hark to the groaning of my 
soul and have mercy, Oh Mother of Cod!” 

Then he would wail thinly, the tears gleaming 
in his green eyes: 

“'Let my faith be accounted for works, oh my 
God, and lay not a burden beyond my strength to 
hear....” 

He crossed himself again and again, quickly uud 
convulsively, nodding his head like a hutting goat 
and speaking in a wheezing, whimpering voice. When 
in later life I had occasion to visit a synagogue, I 
realized tliat my grandfather prayed like a Jew. 

The samovar had long since been steaming on 
the table, the room was filled with the scent of hot 
rye cakes stuffed with cottage cheese, and my 
stomach was roaring with hunger. My grandmother 
stood leaning against the doorjamb, sighing and 
frowning, with her eyes fastened on die floor; the 
sun glanced merrily through the window, the dew 
shone like pearls on die trees, the morning air bore 
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the fresh scent of dill, currants, and ripening apples, 
but my grandfather still continued to rock and wail 
at his prayers: 

‘■Quench the fire of my passion, for I be base 
and accursed!” 

I knew all his matins and all his vespers by 
heart, and would follow him with intense concentra¬ 
tion lo see whether he made a mistake or left out 
anything. 

Such occasions were rare, but they always roused 
in me u malicious sense of triumph. 

When my grandfather had finished his prayers, 
lie turned to me and my grandmother and said: 

‘'Good morning.” 

We bowed, and at long last took our places at 
the table. 

“You left out ‘sufficient,’ ” I said, turning to my 
grandfather. 

"Suie you're not lying?” he asked sceptically. 

“No. You should have said, ‘And may my faith 
he sufficient unto my need,’ but you left out ‘suffi¬ 
cient.’ ” 

“Humph!” he exclaimed, blinking guiltily. 

Some day he would repay me with interest for 
that remark, hut for the present I took my fill of 
pleasure in his embarrassment. 

One day my grandmother said jokingly: 

'‘Must he boring for God lo listen to your 
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prayers, father—always saying one and I'lie same 
thing.” 

“Wha-u-l?” he rlrawled menacingly. “Whal’s 
that you’re gibbering?” 

‘"It’s never a word from your own soul you oiler 
your Maker, that’s wlial I’m saying.” 

Trembling and Hushing, he jumped up on n 
chair and threw a saucer aL my grandmother. 

“Gel out of here, you ok! witch!” lie screeched 
like a saw on glass. 

Whenever he spoke about the strong arm of 
God, he emphasized its rulhlessncss: once, for 
example, when people sinned fhey were drowned in 
a flood; another time their cities were burned and 
destroyed; people were punished by fmninc and 
plague. For him, God was a raised sword, a lash 
held over the heads of the wicked. 

“Any aa violates the laws of God are sure to 
come to some bad end!” he warned me, tapping the 
table with his bony fingers. 

It was difficult for me to believe in the cruelness 
of God. I was suspicious that grandfather had in¬ 
vented this in order to make me afraid of himself, 
rather than of God. 

“Is it to make me obey you that you tell nie 
this?” I asked candidly. 

“Of course,” he replied with equal candour. 
“A fine tiling it would be if you didn’t obey!” 
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“What about grandmother?” 

"Don’t you listen to that old lool,” he said 
sternly. “She’s been that way all her life—crazy and 
unlearned. I’ll let her know dhe’s not to talk to you 
about such important tilings. Now answer me this: 
how many ranks aro there among the angels?” 

I answered and then asked: 

“What does it mean, ‘A person of high rank?’ ” 

“Have to know everything, don’t you?” he 
snorted, dropping his eyes and chewing his lips. 
On second thought he explained reluctantly: 

“That’s got nothing to do with God, that’s human 
business—people of high rank—government officials 
and the Idee. An official is one as lives off the law— 
chews it up and swallows it down.” 

“What’s the law?” 

“The law? That’s, so to speak, what people take 
on as their habit,” answered the old man, his sharp, 
clever eyes twinkling with relish. “People live 
together and come to an agreement among them¬ 
selves: that, for example, is the best way to do some¬ 
thing or oilier, so they take it on as a habit, moke it 
a rule, or a law, as they call it. Like when the boys 
gel together to play a game and decide among them¬ 
selves how they’ll play. What they decide on is the 
law.” 

“And the officials?” 
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“They’re like ihe bad boys who conic and break 
the law.” 

“Why?” 

‘That’s not a thing for you to underfund,” he 
said with a frown. ‘The Lord stands over all the 
affairs of men. They want one thing; He wants 
another. Nothing sure about human affairs. Just one 
little breath from the Lord, and everything gels 
scattered to the wind like so much dust." 

There were many reasons why 1 was interested 
in officials, so 1 kept pressing my point: 

“There’s that song Uncle Yakov sings: 

"The holy angels—servants of Cod, 

''The stale officials—slaves of Satan!’' 

My grandfather closed his eves, lifted his heard 
ou his palm and stuck it into his mouth. From the 
trembling of his cheeks, I could tell ho was laughing 
inside. 

“Have to put you and Yakov in a sack and throw 
you in flic river,” he said. “He bus no business 
singing such songs and you have no business 
listening to them. That’s a song made up by dis¬ 
senters and heretics—a bad sort of joke.” He looked 
past me in a moment’s meditation, then added with 
a sigh, “Phooh! What people!” 

While in his conception God stood high and 
menacing above the affairs of men, he, like my 
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grandmother, considered that the Lord had a hand 
in all his business—He and an endless number of 
saints. The only saints my grandmother seemed In 
recognize were Nikolai. Yuri, Frol and Luvr. who 
were kind and good, spending tbeir tune wandering 
from village to village, from town to town, helping 
people and sharing all their human qualities. Almost 
all of my grandfather’s saints, on the other hand, 
were marLyrs who had torn down idols and pilled 
themselves against the Caesars, as a result of which 
they had been tortured, burned at the slake and 
skinned alive. 

SomcLimes my grandfather would sav wistfully: 

“If only the Lord would help me sell this house 
for a profil of even five hundred rubles. I’d hold a 
service for Nikolai-lhe-Marlyr! ” 

My grandmother would laugh and say to me: 

“The old fool! Like as if Nikolai had nothing 
better to do than sell houses for him!’’ 

For many years I kept my grandfather's church 
calendar wilih various remarks ■written in his hand. 
Opposite the days of lochhn and Anna he had 
inscribed in red ink: 

“Saved by their mercy from great misfortune." 

I remember wliaL that misfortune was. In his 
efforts to help his worthless sons he had secretly 
begun to lend money, taking various articles of 
value as security. Someone reported this, and one 
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nigiit the police came to .search our house. There was 
great excitement, hut everything ended happily. My 
grandfather prayed until sunrise, and in die morn¬ 
ing he wrote those words on the calendar in my 
presence. 

Before supper he had me read the Psalter, the 
prayer book, or the heavy volume of Yefrem Sirin. 
After supper ho once more began to pray, and in 
the evening silence his monotonous words of repent¬ 
ance went on and on: 

“It is Thine to give, and Thine to take away, 
most merciful immortal King.... Lead us not into 
temptation. ... Protect us from the wicked.. .. Let 
iny tears absolve me of sin....” 

Often my grandmother would say: 

“Oh, how tired I am! Looks like I’ll he going 
to bed without saying my prayers tonight!” 

My grandfather took mo to church: on Sat¬ 
urdays to vespers, on Sundays to late muss. Even at 
church I could tell which God people prayed to: the 
priest and the deacon prayed to grandfather’s God, 
but the choir always sang to grandmother’s. 

To be sure, I have given a crude picture of the 
childish distinction I drew between the two Gods, 
a distinction which I remember having caused me 
much spiritual conflict. I feared and disliked grand¬ 
father’s God, who loved no one and kept a stern eye 


160 



on everyone. He was primarily interested' in unearth¬ 
ing something wicked and vicious in man. It was 
clear that 'he did not trust people, was ever waiting 
for them to repent, and took pleasure in meting out 
punishment. 

During those days my mind dwelled primarily 
on God, the only beauty I found in life. All other 
impressions repulsed and saddened me with their 
filth and cruelty. God—my grandmother’s God, 
friend to all living things—was the brightest and 
best of all that surrounded mo. And 1 naturally I 
could not understand why grandfather was blind to 
God’s goodness. 

I was not allowed to play out in die street 
because this excited me too much. I became almost 
drunk from the impressions gained from playing 
there and was often the instigator of some fight or 
disorder. I made no friends; the neighbours’ children 
were hostile toward me. I hated to ho called a Ka¬ 
shirin, and knowing this, they insisted on shouting 
the name to each other. 

“Here comes the grandson of Kashirin, the 
miser! Take a look!” 

“Knock him down!” 

And the fight would begin. 

I was exceptionally strong for my age and a 
good fighter. Even my enemies admitted this and 
never attacked me singlehanded. So I always took a 
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good beating at their hands, and returned home with 
a bloody nose, cut lips, and torn clothes. 

Grandmother would meet mo with fright and 
commiseration. 

“What! Been fighting again, you little hral? 
I’ll show you all right! Where’ll I begin?” 

She would wash my face and put a coin, or 
some herbs, or a lotion on my injuries, saying the 
while: 

“What in the world makes you fight like this? 
Such a quiet lad at home, but a very demon once 
you get out in the street! For shame! I’ll loll your 
grandfather not to let you out!” 

Grandfather always noticed the bumps and 
bruises, but he never got really angry about them, 
simply muttering: 

“Got on your medals again! Such a brave war¬ 
rior! But don’t let me catch you out in the street 
again, hear?” 

I had no desire to go out in the street when 
everything was quiet there, but when T heard the 
merry voices of the children I would forget my 
grandfather’s warning and run out of the yard. I 
did nol mind the bumps and bruises, but I could 
never get used to the brutality of the boys’ fun. a 
brutality with which I had become only too familiar 
and which nearly drove me mad. I could not bear 
to see them set cocks and dogs fighting each other. 
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torture cats, chase the goats belonging to Jews, tease 
drunken beggars and the pious “Igosha, Dealh-in- 
the-Pockel.” 

The latter was a tall, lean, grimy person with a 
bristling beard on his bony face. His stooped figure 
in a long sheepskin coat swayed strangely as he 
moved down the street, his eyes fixed on the ground. 
His dark lace with its sad little eyes inspired me 
with awe and respect. It seemed to me that this per¬ 
son must be engaged in some very solemn task 
which was not to be interrupted. 

But the boys ran after him and threw sLones at 
his hunched back. For some time be would pay no 
attention to them, as if he -did not feel the blows, but 
all of a sudden he would stop, throw back his bead 
and look around, adjusting his shaggy cap with a 
convulsive movement as if just aroused from sleep. 

“Igosha, Death-in-the-Pocketl Igosha, where you 
bound? Just look in your pocket—see that death 
there?” cried the boys. 

Grabbing hold of his pocket, he would bend 
over, pick up a stone or a lump of earth and wave 
bis long arm clumsily, cursing under his breath. He 
always used the same three swear words—the boys' 
vocabulary was incomparably richer. Sometimes he 
would run limping after them; his long coat would 
get in his way and he would fall on his knees, sup¬ 
porting himself with grimy arms that looked like two 
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dry sticks. Then the hoys would pell'him with stones, 
while the bolder ones would run up to him, throw a 
handful of dust on his head and dodge away. 

Perhaps the most painful sight the street had to 
offer was that of our former master-workman Grigori 
Ivanovich. He had gone completely blind and spent 
his days wandering through the city begging. Tall 
and silent and comely, lie was led by a grey little 
old woman who would slop aL every window and say 
in a squeaky little voice: 

“Help a blind beggar, for the love of Christ....” 

Grigori Ivanovich would sny nothing. His black 
glasses looked straight into the wall of the house 
or the window or the face of anyone he met; his dye- 
saturated hand would quietly Stroke his broad beard, 
but his lips were always tightly closed. I often saw 
him, but never did I hear a sound from those tight 
lips, and this silence oppressed me more than any¬ 
thing else. I never went up to him—I could not 
make myself do this—but whenever I saw him I 
would run home and say to my grandmother: 

“Grigori is coming!” 

“Ah!” she would exclaim with pained agitation. 
“Here, run and give him this!” 

I rudely refused. Then she herself would go out 
the gate and stand talking to him for a long time. 
He would laugh and shake his heard, but say 
scarcely a word. 
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Sometimes grandmother would bring him into 
the kitchen and feed him. Once he asked where I was. 
Grandmother called me, but I ran away and hid in 
the wood pile. I could not meet him. I felt horribly 
ashamed in his presence, and I knew that my grand¬ 
mother felt the same. Only once did she and I speak 
about Grigori: when she had seen him out the gate, 
she came walking slowly back through the yard 
weeping, her head bent down. I went over to her and 
took her hand. 

“Why do you always run away from him?” she 
asked quietly. “So fond he is of you, and a good 
man... 

“Why doesn’t grandfather feed him?” I asked. 

“Grandfather?” 

She stopped and drew me to her and whispered 
almost prophetically: 

“Remember my words: the Lord will send us a 
bitter punishment for this! A bitter punishment!” 

She was not mistaken. Some ten years later, 
when my grandmother had already gone to her rest, 
my crazed grandfather himself walked the sLreets of 
the city begging miserably at the windows for some , •- 
thing to eat. 

“Good folks, give me a piece of pirog —juBt a 
little piece.... Phooh, such people!” 

That bitter, heart-rending “Phooh, such people!” 
was the only thing left of his former self. 
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In addition to Jgosha and Grigori Ivanovich, 
there was the profligate old woman Voronikha, the 
very sight of whom was enough to drive me off 
the street. She put in her appearance every Sunday 
—huge, dishevelled, drunken. She had a peculiar 
walk, as though she did not move her feet or touch 
the ground, but sailed like a storm cloud, shrilling 
her lewd songs. The people on the street fled before 
her, hiding in stores, around corners, Behind fences. 
She swept the street clean. Her face was blue and 
bloated like a balloon; her bulging grey eyes rolled 
frighteningly. Sometimes she would wail: 

“Where are my children, my children?” 

I asked my grandmother whaL that meant 
“It’s not fox you to know,” she said at first, but 
then she explained in a few words: it seems the 
woman’s husband had once been an official named 
Voronov. In order to be promoted to higher rank, 
he had sold his wife to his chief, who took her away 
for two years. When die rclumod, her children—a 
boy and a girl—were dead, her husband had gam¬ 
bled away public funds and was in jail. In her grief 
dhe began to drink and lead a profligate life. Now 
the police look 'her off the streets every Sunday. 

There was no doubt about it—home was better 
than on the streets. It was particularly pleasant 
during the hours after dinner when grandfather 
went to visit Uncle Yakov and grandmother would 
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sit at the window telling me stories and reminis¬ 
cences of my father. 

She had clipped the broken wing of the starling 
rescued from the cat and cleverly attached a little 
stick to the stump of the bird’s leg. Now that it was 
well, my grandmother tried to teach it to talk. For 
a whole hour she would stand before die cage on the 
window sill—and keep repeating the words she 
wanted to teach the bird. 

“Come now, say: hirdy wants some porridge!” 

The bird would cock its round eye at her like 
the proverbial humourist, knock its wooden leg 
against the floor of the cage, stretch its neck 
and whistle like an oreole, imitate a jay and a 
cu-ckoo, attempt to meou like a cat, or bark like a 
dog, but it had a hard time reproducing human 
sounds. 

“Enough of your nonsense!” my grandmother 
would say very seriously. “Try it now: birdy wants 
some porridge!” 

If the feathered monkey would screech some¬ 
thing faintly resembling my grandmother’s words, 
she would laugh with joy and feed it a bit of oat 
porridge from her finger. 

“Oh I know you, all right, you trickster!” she 
would tease. “You can say anything if you want to!” 

And she actually taught it to speak: after some 
time it asked for porridge quite clearly, and on 
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seeing my grandmother would cry something which 
sounded extremely like ‘"Hello!” 

At first the bird hung in my grandfather’s 
room, but soon he outlawed il to our allic, because 
it began to imitate him; my grandfather enunciated 
his prayers very distinctly, and the starling would 
poke its yellow beak through the bars of the cage 
and say: 

“True, true, oo, oo, tru-u-ue, oh, too true!” 

This offended my grandfather. One day ho inter¬ 
rupted his prayers, stamped his foot and cried 
angrily: 

“Take that devil out of here before I kill it!” 

There was much that was interesting and much 
that was amusing in our house, but sometimes I was 
overwhelmed by a vast longing. Il was as though a 
great burden were weighing me down, and I went 
on living at the bottom of an inky pit, bereft of sight 
and hearing and feeling—blind and only half alive. 

vm 

Quite unexpectedly my grandfather sold our 
house to the saloonkeeper and bought another one, 
on Kanatnaya Street. This street was clean and quiet, 
unpaved and overgrown with grass. It kd directly 
out into the fields and was lined with little, brightly- 
painted houses. 
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The new house was more pleasant and cheerful 
than the old one. The facade was painted a dark, 
warm red, against the background of which the blue 
shuLters of the three downstairs windows and the 
lattice-work shutter of die attic window sLood out 
vividly. The left side of the roof was fretted by the 
branches of elms and limes. There were many entic¬ 
ing corners hi the yard and garden, which seemed to 
have been especially designed for playing hide-and- 
seek. The garden was delightful—not very large, but 
charmingly overgrown with shrubbery. In one cor¬ 
ner stood the baLhliouse, small and neat as a toy. 
In another corner was a wide, shallow pit overgrown 
with weeds, from which protruded the charred re¬ 
mains of a former bathhouse. On the left the garden 
was bounded by stables belonging to Colonel 
Ovsyannikov; on the right by outhouses belonging 
to tlio Betlcngs. The extreme end joined the properly 
of the dairywoman Petrovna, a fat, red-faced, noisy 
creature who resembled a large bell. Her little 
house, dark and rickety, had settled comfortably into 
the earth and become overgrown with moss. Its two 
windows glanced out over fields, cut up by deep 
gullies and banked by the blue haze of the distant 
forest. All day long soldiers drilled on these fields, 
their bayonets flashing like while lightning in the 
autumn sun. 

Our house was filled with people I had never 
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seen before: the front apartmenL was occupied by a 
military man, a Tatar by birth, and his round little 
wife who laughed and shouted and played a gaily- 
decorated guitar from morning to night. The song 
she sang most often iti her hi^h, ringing voice, was 
the following: 

To love when you despise? 

Oh no! If you are wise, 

You'll seek another girl. 

I hope you get your prize. 

And that she’ll be a pearl! 

A ve-e-e-ery w-o-o-n-drous pearl! 

Her husband, who was as round ns a ball, would 
sit at the window with his blue checks blown up as 
he puffed on his pipe. Tolling his merry little brown 
eyes and coughing with a strange bark: 

“Ar-r-uff! Ar-r-ruff-uff-uff!” 

Two draymen and a tall, glum Tatar orderly 
named Valci lived in the warm quarters built over 
the storehouse and stable. One of the draymen was 
a little, grey man whom they called Uncle Pyotr; 
the other was bis deaf and dumb nephew Styopa, 
Styopa was sleek and smooth, with a face like a 
hrass tray. All these people were new to me and pre¬ 
sented rich possibilities. 

But the person I found most interesting was our 
boarder, “That’s Fine,” who occupied a room next 
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to die kitchen in the back of the house. It was a long 
room with two windows in it, one looking out onto 
the garden, the other onto the yard. 

The boarder was tall and bent, with a black, 
parted beard accentuating the pallor of his face. He 
had kind eyes and .woro glasses. In general he was 
quiet and unobtrusive, and when he was told that 
lea or dinner was ready, he would always answer: 
“That’s fine!” 

My grandmother began to call him “TliaL’s Fine” 
behind his back, and even to his face. 

“Go tell ‘That’s Fine’ to come have tea, Alexei,” 
she would say, or: “Have some more, That’s Fin?,’ 
you’re not eating very much.” 

His room was piled high with wooden boxes and 
secular books, a kind I had never seen before. Every¬ 
where stood bottles filled with different coloured 
fluids, bits of copper and iron and lumps of lead. 
He was always dressed in a brown leather jacket 
and grey-checked panLs, all spotted with paint and 
smelling unpleasantly. From morning to night he 
would stand there smelting lead, soldering copper, 
weighing something on his tiny scales, grunting, 
burning his fingers, blowing on them, stumbling 
over to diagrams hanging on die wall, wiping his 
glasses and examining the diagrams so closely that 
he almost touched them with his chalk-like nose. 
Sometimes he would stand stock-still in the centre 
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of the room or beside the window and remain thus 
for a long time with hi? eyes closed, his head lifted, 
silent and motionless. 

I climbed up onto the roof of the shed across 
the yard and observed him through the open win¬ 
dow. I could see the blue flame of the alcohol lamp 
burning on tbe table and his dark figure bending 
over it; I could see him write something in a worn 
notebook, his glasses shining coldly, like bits of blue 
ice. The necromancy of this man kept me up on the 
roof for hours, possessed by a torturing curiosity. 

Sometimes he would stand framed in the win¬ 
dow, his hands behind his hack, staring directly at 
the roof; but he never seemed to see me, and this 
offended me. Suddenly he would jump back to his 
table and herd double as he rummaged nervously 
through papers and objects there. 

I might have been afraid of him had he been 
rich and well dressed. But he was poor: the dirty, 
■wrinkled collar of his shirt stuck out of his leather 
jacket, his pants weie patched and stained, the shoes 
he wore on his bare feet were much the worse for 
wear. There was nothing dangerous or frightening 
about poor people—this 1 had learned from the pity 
my grandmother showed them and the contempt in 
which my grandfather held them. 

Nobody in our house liked “That’s Fine,” Every¬ 
one spoke of him with ridicule—the jolly wife of 
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the military inan called him “Chalk Nose,” Uncle 
Pyotr called him a chemist and wizard, while my 
grandfather called him a “pharmacer,” a dealer in 
black magic. 

“What does he do?” I asked my grandmpther, 
but she answered abruptly: 

“None of your business. Know when to keep 
your mouth shut.” 

One day I gathered all my courage and went to 
his window. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, scarce able to 
hide my excitement. 

He started and gave me a long look over his 
glasses. Then he held out his burned and scarred 
hand and said: 

“Here, climb in.” 

The fact that he invited me to enter through the 
window rather than through the door raised him 
considerably in my estimation. He sat down on one 
of the boxes, placed me in front of him, moved me 
first to one side, then to another, and finally asked: 

“Where did you come from?” 

The question was strange enough, inasmuch 
as I sat beside him at the kitchen table four times 
every day. 

“I’m the grandson here.” I answered. 

“Ah, yes,” he said'; and relapsed into silence as 
he studied one of his fingers. 
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1 decided it was necessary to make things more 
clear. 

“But I'm not a Kashirin—I’m a Peshkov.” 

“Peshkov?” lie repeated with lire wrong stress. 
“That’s fine.” 

He pushed me aside, got up and went back to 
the table. 

“Well, sit down and don’t make any noise.” 

I sat there for a long time observing how he 
made filings from a piece of copper which he held 
in pincers. When he had enough, he gathered the 
golden dust into a little heap which he placed in a 
thick mug; then lie took some powder as white as 
salt out of a can, added it to the filings, and poured 
some dark liquid over it. The mixture in the mug 
began to hiss and smoke and give off an acrid odour 
that made me cough violently. 

“Smell had?” asked the wizard boastfully. 

“Yes!” 

“Aha! That’s good, brother, that’s very good!” 

I failed to see any cause for boasting. 

“If it’s bad, it can’t be good!” I said severely. 

“You don’t say,” he cried, -blinking his eyes. 
“Well, now, that’s not always true, brother! Do you 
like to play knucklebones?” 

“Dibs?” 

“That’s right, dibs.” 

“Sure I do.” 
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"How’d you like me to smelt a filler for you? 
Make a good beater. 1 ' 

“I'd like it.” „ 

“Let’s have the knucklebone then.” 

Again he came over to me, holding the smoking 
mug in his hand. 

"If I fill it up for you, promise you won’l come 
back any more?” he said, glancing at me out of 
one eye. 

This injured me deeply. 

“I’ll never conic back as it is!” I retorted and 
went into the garden. 

There I found grandfather placing manure 
about the roots of the apple trees; it was autumn, 
and the leaves had long since begun to fall. 

“Here, clip the raspberry bushes,” said my 
grandfather, handing me the shears. 

‘‘What is ‘That’s Fine’ making?” I asked. 

“Just a mess,” he answered angrily. “Spoiling 
the room: he’s burned the floor already and stained 
the wallpaper, even tore a piece off. Have to give 
him notice.” 

“That’s right,” I assented as I tackled the rasp¬ 
berry bushes. 

But I was in too much of a hurry. 

On rainy evenings, if my grandfather was out. 
my grandmother would hold parties in the kitchen. 
She would invite all the lodgers, including the dray- 



men, the adjutant, and even a gay young woman 
lodger; often the lively Petrovna would come, and 
always “That’s Fine” would'be found in the corner 
by the stove, where he would sit silent and motion¬ 
less. The deaf mute Styopa would play cards with 
the Tatar Valei, who would cuff him on his broad 
nose and say: 

“You old devil, you!” 

Uncle Pyotr would bring a huge loaf of white 
bread and a jar of raspberry jam, slice the bread, 
spread it thickly with jam, and hold the pieces on 
his outstretched palms as he offered them to the 
guests. 

“Be so kind as to help yourselves,” he would 
say with a low bow. Whenever anyone took a piece, 
he would examine his dusky palm and lick off any 
drops of jam which might be there. 

Petrovna brought cherry wine and the gay young 
lodger donated nuts and candy. A feast would begin 
which was my grandmother’s favourite form of 
entertainment. 

My grandmother held such a party shortly after 
“That’s Fine” had offered me a bribe to stay away 
from his room. A dreary auluran rain was falling, 
the wind was blowing, the trees sighing and scratch¬ 
ing at the walls of the house. It was warm and cosy 
in the kitchen; the people drew close together and 



were somehow particularly quiet and well-disposed. 
My grandmother was more lavish with her tales 
than usual. 

She sat on the edge of the stove bunk with her 
feet resting on the step, and leaned down toward 
the people, her face illuminated by a little tin lamp. 
She always chose a seal up on the stove when she 
was inspired. 

“I have to talk down from up above; it’s easier 
somehow when you talk down,” she explained. 

I sat at her feet on a lower step, just above the 
head of “That’s Fine.” Grandmother told the charm¬ 
ing story of Ivan-the-Warrior and Miron-the-Her- 
mit; rhymically flowed the rich, measured language: 

Once on a time lived the evil Gordion, 

Black was his soul, stoney his heart. 

Hating of truth, stinting of ruth. 

Living a mole in an evil hole. 

Of all whom he hated, this Gordion , 
Miron-the-Hcrmit he most abhorred , 

Miron, who peace and love adored. 

Of blessed truth a champion. 

Now summoned this Gordion, Captain-of-War, 
His warrior bold dubbed IvanushJca. 

Get thee hence to old Miron, 

Slaughter the ancient , the haughty one. 

Strike off his head, be not afeared. 
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Lift it aloft by its hoary beard , 

And bring it me, a feast for my hounds. 

Forth went Ivan, obedient , 

Forth to the task, bitterly ruing: 

Not of mine own, of another's will 
Do / this deed, decreed of God. 

Under the floor he hid his sword. 

Came to the hermit, courteous bowing. 
Greetings , oh ancient, how farest thou ? 

Many the blessings shed by the Lord? 

Smiled the knowing one, Miron the ancient. 

Spake ill his ivisdom to Ivan-the-bold: 

Why thou deceivest I know not, in sooth. 

For Jesus our Saviour is wit to all things. 
Goodness and evil both dwell in His hand. 

And surely He knoweth thine evil intent. 

Shame filled the heart of lvanushka: 

Feared he the vengeance of Gordion. 

Snatched he his sword from its leathern sheath. 
Boldly he burnished the baneful blade. 

Feign would I spare thee the sight of this. 

Keep thee in blissful unknowingness. 

But now thou hast seen—-on thy knees, old man! 
Fray the last time to the Fountain Head. 
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Pray /or all men, and joi me and thyself. 

Then shall I sever thy hoary head! 

Do Lin on his knees sank the ancient one. 
There on his knees ’nealh a sapling oak: 
Over him bended the branches green, 

Soft spake the ancient, smiling the while, 
Consider. Ivan: long shall thou wait me. 

Endless the prayer for the souls of all men, 
Better have done with my life undelaying. 

Make thou an ending and hasten away. 

Here Ivan frowned at him wrathfully . 
Here he did answer him boastfully: 

Nay! As decreed, thus shall it be! 

Pray while I wait for you. even an age! 

Prated then the hermit till coming of nightfall. 
Prayed he from nightfall ’til breaking of dawn , 
Prayed from the daum to descending of darkness. 
Prayed from the summer straight through to the 

spring. 

Year followed year, and still the good hermit. 
Kneeled 'nealh the oak, now grown to the sky, 

1 Round him a forest up-sprang from the acorns , 
Still his petition ascended on high. 
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Thus to this day. there in the jorcst, 
Pleudeth untiring tlio hermit Miron, 
Ashing God’s help jor all oj the people , 
Beseeching the Virgin to smile upon men. 

Near him rcclineth Ivan-thc-Warrior, 

Sword and its sheathing rotted to dust. 

Chain mail and armour eaten by rust. 

All of his garments gone to decay. 

Consumed by the heat—yet unconsumed; 
Devoured by pests—yet undevoured. 

Shunned by the wolves, shunned by the bears, 
Spared by blizzards, spared by the frost. 
Powerless he to move from that place. 

To lift a hand, or even to stand. 

And this. I wist, be a punishment. 

That he hearkened so to such evilness. 

That he bent his will to another’s will. 
Still the prayers of the ancient one 
Flow up to God for us sinning ones. 

Flow like a stream to the ocean-sea. 

o * 

At lie very beginning of the tale I noticed that 
for some reason “That’s Fine” was greatly agitated: 
he kept making strange convulsive movements with 
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his hands, talcing off and putting on his glasses, 
waving them in rhythm to the verse, nodding his 
head, pressing his lingers against his eyes, and 
wiping the sweat pouring off his forehead and 
cheeks. If anyone moved or coughed or scraped his 
feet across the floor, he would whisper impatiently: 
“Sh!” 

When grandmother had finished, he jumped up 
noisily with a waving of his armB, and began to walk 
about in circles, muttering: 

“That’s a wonderful thing! It must be written 
down by all means! How very true it is....” 

Now I could plainly see that he was crying: 
his eyes were filled with tears that flowed over and 
streamed down his cheeks. This was strange and very 
touching. He ran about the kitchen in funny little 
hops, trying to pul on his glasses, but unable to 
hook them .behind his ears. Uncle Pyolr let out a 
laugh, hut everyone else was silent with embarrass¬ 
ment. 

“Well, go ahead and write it down,” said grand¬ 
mother hurriedly. “No sin in that. I know lots of 
others like it.” 

“Oh, no! Just this one. It is so very—Russian.” 
cried the boarder excitedly. Suddenly he came to a 
halt in the middle of the kitchen and began to speak 
in a loud voice, waving his right hand and holding 
his glasses in his trembling left one. He spoke 
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heatedly and at length, emphasizing his words by 
raising his voice and stamping his foot. 

‘‘It's wrong to let someone else act as your 
conscience!” he repeated over and over again. 

All of a sudden his voice broke off, and with a 
glance at the faces around him, he stole away, quietly 
and guillily, with hanging head. People sniggered 
and glanced at each other uneasily. My grand¬ 
mother retired into the shadows of the bunk and 
gave a deep sigh. 

“What’s wrong with him? Mad about some¬ 
thing?” asked Petrovna, passing her hand over her 
thick red lips. 

“No,” replied Uncle PyotT. ‘That’s just his 
way.” 

Grandmother climbed down off the stove and 
began to put up the samovar. 

“The gentles are all like that—capricious!” 
added Uncle Pyotr calmly. 

“That's what comes of being a bachelor,” pul 
in Valei. 

Everyone laughed, and Uncle Pyotr said: 

“See him cry? Hard to come down to herring 
when you’re used to sturgeon!” 

It became dull in the kitchen; a sad dreariness 
pricked at my heart. “That’s Fine” had greatly 
surprised me, and I pitied him. I could not get the 
memory of his brimming eyes out of my mind. 



He spent the night away from home, reluming 
after dinner the next day. He seemed chastened and 
embarrassed and was badly rumpled. 

“I made a scene yesterday,” he said to my 
grandmother with the guilty manner of a little boy. 
“Are you angry?” 

“Why should I be?” 

“For having my say like that,” 

“You didn’t hurt anybody.” 

I felt that grandmother was afraid of him. She 
did not look at him and spoke too softly to be 
natural. 

He went over to her and said with utter sim¬ 
plicity: 

“You see I am terribly alone. I have no one in 
the world. And when a person’s forever silent like 
that, there comes a moment when all that’s going 
on in his soul has to break loose. Then he’s ready 
to speak to even the rooks and the trees. .. 

“Why don’t you get married?” asked grand¬ 
mother, moving away from him. 

“Ah!” he cried, with a wave of his hand, and 
went out frowning. 

My grandmother watched him leave, then took 
a pinch of snuff and turned to me: 

"Don’t you go hanging around him,” she said 
sullenly. “No telling what he’s like.” 

But again I was drawn to him. 
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I had noticed the change which caroe over his 
face as he said, “I am terribly alone. 5 ' There 
was something comprehensible ,to me in those 
words which touched my heart, and I went to 
seek him. 

I glanced through the window of his room— 
it was empty, and cluttered with strange and useless 
things—as strange and useless as their owner. I went 
into the garden and found him in the pit, sitting all 
hunched over on a charred beam, his elbows on his 
knees and his hands locked behind his neck. The 
beam was covered with dirt and one end of it sturk 
up in the air above the neLtles and wormwood and 
burdock. It was obviously uncomfortable for him 
to sit there, and this fact made me feel all the more 
drawn to him. 

For some time he sat staring past me with the 
miseeing eyes of an owl, but suddenly he asked with 
a touch of annoyance: 

“Come for me?” 

“No.” 

''Then what?” 

“Nothing special.” 

He took off his glasses and wiped them with a 
handkerchief stained black and red. 

“Well, climb down.” 

When I had taken my place next to him, he gave 
me a tight hug. 


184 



“Sit here. We’ll just sit aud say nothing, all 
right? Like this.... You a stubborn fellow?” 

“Yes.” 

“That’s fine.” 

We sat there without speaking for a long time. 
It was a shy, quiet evening, one of those melancholy 
evenings of Indian summer when the flowering fades 
and withers before your very eyes; when the earth 
has exhausted the lush smells of summer and exudes 
only the chill odour of dampness; when fixe air is 
strangely transparent, and the daws plunge in the 
rosy sky, giving rise to oppressive thoughts. Every¬ 
thing wa3 hushed and mute, so that the slightest 
sound—the rustle of a bird’s wing, the falling of a 
leaf—was so resounding as to cause one to start up 
and glance about, only to relapse once more into 
the engulfing silence. 

Such moments give rise to thoughts which are 
particularly pure, but fragile and transparent as 
a spider’s web, defying capture in words. They flash 
and fade like falling stars, searing the soul with 
sadness, or fondling it, disturbing it, causing it to 
seethe and crystallize into permanent contours. At 
such moments character is moulded. 

Snuggling against the warm body of my com¬ 
panion, I glanced with him through the black 
filigree of apple boughs and saw the linnets plan¬ 
ing in the flushed sky, saw the goldfinches pecking 
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at the dry turnip tops in search of spicy seeds, saw 
the ragged grey clouds with lurid borders strain 
across the fields, while beneath them the crows 
headed for their nests in the churchyard. All of it 
was good, and comprehensible to an unwonted 
degree. 

Sometimes my companion would utter a deep 
sigh and remark: 

“Fine, isn’t it, brother? Humph! But isn't it 
damp? Aren’t you cold?” 

When the sky had darkened and everything 
merged in nightfall, he said: 

“Well, guess lhaL’s enough. Come on....” 

He stopped when we reached the garden gate. 

“That grandmolher of yours is a wonderful 
woman,” he said. “Ah, what a world!” 

Then he closed his eyes and smiled, and repeat¬ 
ed very softly and distinctly: 

And this, 1 wist, be a punishment. 

That he hearkened to such evilness, 

That he bent his will to another’s will.... 

“Remember that, brother!” he admonished, 
pushing me ahead. “Can you write?” 

“No.” 

“Learn. And once you learn, put down what 
your grandmother recites—that’s very important.” 
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We became friends alLer that. From that day on 
I used to visit “That’s Fine” whenever I wished. 
I would sit on a box filled with rags and watch him 
unmolested while he smelted lead or healed copper; 
when it was molten, he would forge plates on a 
little anvil with a fancy handle, and work on diem 
with a rasp, sandpaper, and various files, one of 
which was as fine as a hair. He would weigh every¬ 
thing on a delicate copper scale. He would mix 
various liquids in thick white porcelain vessels, 
filling the room with acrid smoke. He would frown 
as he looked into a thick book, muttering and biting 
his red lips, or sighing gently: 

Ah, rose of Sharon .... 

“What are you making?” 

“A certain thing, brother. .. .” 

“What thing?” 

“Now you see, I wouldn’t know how to explain 
so that you would understand... 

“Grandfather says you’re probably making 
counterfeit money.” 

“Grandfather? Hm. Thai’s all nonsense. Money, 
brother, is not worth bothering about.” 

“Now can you buy bread without it?” 

“That’s right can’t buy bread without it.” 

“See? Or meat....” 
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'"Or meat either.” 

He laughed in a quiet way I fouud delightful, 
and rubbed me behind the ear as if I were a kitten. 

‘"Can’t get the better of you, brother,” he said. 
“You push me into a corner every time. So let’s not 
talk any more.” 

Sometimes he would slop working and come sit 
down beside me at the window, where we would 
watch the apple trees shedding their leaves or the 
rain on the roof and in the yard, all overgrown 
with weeds. “That’s Fine” was sparing of words, 
hut what he said always seemed to be to the point. 
Most often he would draw my attention to some¬ 
thing he wanted me to notice by nudging me and 
indicating the object with a wink and a glance. 

I could see nothing remarkable about our yard, 
but from those nudges and his occasional words 
everything I saw assumed particular significance 
and became engraved on my memory. A cat went 
running across the yard and stopped to watch its 
reflection in a puddle, raising its paw as though to 
strike the image. 

“Cats are proud and sceptical,” said “That’s 
Fine” softly. 

The red-gold rooster Mamai flew up on the 
fence, fluttered its wings, nearly lost its balance, 
became annoyed, and began to cluck angrily as it 
stretched its neck. 
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"He's important, is the General, but he hasn’t 
got much sense.” 

The clumsy Valei picked his way through the 
mud like an old horse, raising his broad, puffy face 
to squint at the sky; a ray of pale autumn sun 
struck him on the chest and set the brass buttons of 
his jacket aHame. The Tatar stopped and touched 
them with his crooked fingers. 

“'As if he’d just had a medal pinned on his 
chest.” 

Soon I found that my attachment to “That’s 
Fine” had grown very deep. He became essential 
to me in all my joys and sorrows. Though he 
himself was silent by nature, lie never stopped 
me from saying anything that was on my mind. 
My grandfather, on the contrary, was always 
interrupting me: 

“Stop your chatter, you windbag!” 

My grandmother was so full of her own thoughts 
that she could not absorb other people’s. 

But “That’s Fine" always listened to me atten¬ 
tively, and often he would say with a smile: 

“But that’s not true, brother. You just made 
that up!” 

His brief remarks were always apt and timely. 
It was as though he could see what was going on 
in my heart and mind, could see what was false and 
superfluous before the words passed my lips, and 



seeing it, slew it with three sharp words, fondly 
spoken: 

‘‘You’re lying, brother.” 

Sometimes I would intentionally test his magic 
powers by making up stories and relating them as 
fact. But after listening a minute lie would inevita¬ 
bly shake liis head and say: 

‘‘You’re lying, brother.” 

“Hotv do you know?” 

“Oh, I know all right!” 

Often grandmother would take me with her 
when she went to fetch water from the pump on 
Sennaya Square. One day we saw five townsmen 
beating a muzhik. They had him down on the ground 
and were going at him like a pack of dogs. My 
grandmother took the pails off her koromyslo.* 
flourished it like a club, and rushed at die towns¬ 
men. shouting to me: 

“Gel away!” 

Bui I was afraid, and ran after her. I began to 
throw stones at the enemy, while she bravely poked 
them with her koromyslo, and thumped them on 
head and shoulders. Other people joined in the fray, 
and the townsfolk were driven off. Grandmother 
began to wash the muzhik whose face was badly 

* Shoulder yoke for carrying buckets of water or any 
other heavy load.-- Trans. 
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battered. To this day I shudder at the recollection 
of how he pressed his dirty fingers to a torn nostril, 
coughing and howling while the blood spurted from 
between his fingers into my grandmother's face and 
on her breast. She also howled and trembled from 
head to foot. 

When I got home I ran to the boarder and 
began to tell him all about it. He stopped working 
and stood in front of me holding a long file upraised 
like a sword. He looked at me sternly and steadily 
from under his glasses, then suddenly interrupted, 
saying with unusual emphasis: 

“Splendid! That's exactly how it was! Very 
good!” 

I was so taken up by what I had seen that I 
went on talking without realizing what he had said, 
but he put his arm around me and began pacing the 
floor. 

“That's enough, that’s enough,” he admonished. 
''You’ve said all that you had to say. understand? 
Enough!” 

I stopped talking. At first I was hurt, but on 
considering the matter I realized to my amazement 
that he had stopped me just in time, that I had. in 
fact, told everything. 

“Don’t let your mind brood over such things.” 
he said. ‘"Try to forget them.” 
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.Sometimes he would quite unexpectedly say 
things that I have remembered all my life. Once 1 
told him about my enemy Klushnikov, one of die 
warriors from Novaya Street. He was a fat, large- 
headed boy who could no more get the better of me 
than I could of him. ‘'That’s Fine” listened to my 
trouble, and then said: 

‘‘Nonsense! Strength like that is no strength at 
all! Real strength lies in quickness of movement; 
the quicker you are, the stronger—understand?” 

On the following Sunday I tried using my fists 
quicker, and had an easy time licking Klushnikov. 
That made me prize the boarder’s-words even more. 

“You have to know how to take hold of things, 
understand? And that’s very difficult—to knowhow 
to take hold of things.” 

I did not understand the meaning of what he 
said, but I remembered these and similar words. I 
remembered them because there was something 
irritatingly mysterious in their simplicity: what 
could be difficult about taking hold of a stone, or 
a piece of bread, a cup. or a hammer? 

The people in our house came to dislike “That’s 
Fine” more and more. Even the friendly cat belong¬ 
ing to die gay young lady lodger would: not climb 
up onto his knee as it would onto the knees of other 
people, nor would it answer his gentle call, I beat 
it for this and shook it by the cars, almost weeping 
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as I tried to convince the cat not to be afraid of 
this man. 

“My clothes smell of acid, and that’s why it 
won’t come to me.” he explained. But I knew that 
everybody else, including my grandmother, had a 
different explanation. They were hostile to him, and 
I found this wrong and painful. 

‘‘Why are you forever hanging around him?” 
asked my grandmother angrily. “Watch out, or he’ll 
go teaching you tricks!” 

My grandfather, the mean redhead, whipped me 
cruelly every time lie heard that I had visited the 
boarder. Naturally I did not tell “That’s Fine” that 
I had been forbidden to visit him, but I frankly told 
him what people thought of him. 

“Grandmother’s afraid of you; she says you go 
in fox black magic, and grandfather too. He says 
you’re against God and it’s dangerous for people 
to have anything to do with you.” 

He jerked his head as though chasing a fly; his 
pallid face flushed with a smile that made my heart 
contract and my head reel. 

“1 can see all that, brother,” he said quietly. 
"Too bad, isn’t it eh?” 

“Yes.” 

“Too had, brother.” 

Finally they drove him away. 

One morning after breakfast I found him sitting 
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on the floor packing his things in a box and hum¬ 
ming “Ah, rose of Sharon.” 

“Well, good-bye, brother. I’m leaving.” 

“Why?” 

He studied me intently lor a moment before 
answering. 

“Didn’t you know? This room is needed for 
your mother.” 

“Who said so?” 

“Your grandfather.” 

“He’s lying.” 

“That’s Fine” drew me toward him, and when 
I was sitting on the floor beside him, he said quietly: 

“Don’t be angry! I thought you knew and just 
didn’t say anything, brother, and I didn’t like it.” 

For some reason I was hurt and annoyed. 

"Listen,” he said with a smile and almost in 
a whisper. “Remember my telling you not to 
visit me?” 

I nodded. 

“Hurt your feelings then, didn’t I?” 

“Yes.” 

“I didn’t mean to, but I knew they would scold 
you if you started making friends with me.” 

He spoke as though he were my own age. and 
his words made me very happy. It seemed to me 
I had long since known what he just told me. 

“I knew that long ago,” I said. 
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‘'Good. Well now. so Lhat’s how it is, broth¬ 
er. Hm.” 

My heart ached unbearably. 

“'Why doesn’t anybody like you?” 

He hugged me tightly and blinked hard as he 
replied: 

“Because I’m not like them, understand? That’s 
the whole thing. I’m not like them!” 

I plucked at his sleeve, not knowing what to say. 

“Don’t be angry,” he said, and then whispered 
in my ear, “and don’t cry either.” 

But the tears were stealing down his own cheeks 
from under his filmy glasses. 

We sat there for a long time in silence, as was 
our wont, occasionally exchanging brief words. 

That evening, after taking a fond farewell of 
everyone and embracing me wmrmly, he went away. 

I slipped through the gale and saw him jouncing 
on top of the cart as the wheels struck the frozen 
ruts in the road. As soon as he had left, my grand¬ 
mother set to work cleaning the dirty room while I 
made a point of getting in her way by running from 
comer, to corner. 

“Gel out!” die cried on stumbling over me. 

“Why did you put him out?” 

“That’s none of your business!” 

“You’re all fools, the whole hunch of youl” 

I said. 



She began slapping me with a wet rag and 
crying: 

"Have you gone plumb crazy, or what?” 

“They’re all crazy but you,” I corrected, but 
this did not appease her. 

“Well, thank God he’s gone!” said grandfather 
at the supper table. “Every time I saw him it was 
like a knife in my heart. Had to get rid of him.” 

In my rage I broke a spoon, for which I was 
duly chastised. 

Thus ended my friendship with the first of that 
innumerable company of people—strangers in their 
native land—who represent its finest sons. 


IX 

I might liken myself as a child to a beehive to 
which various common, ordinary people brought 
the honey of their knowledge and views on life, 
each of them making a rich contribution to the de¬ 
velopment of my character. Often the honey was 
dirty and bitter, but being knowledge, it was honey 
nonetheless. 

After the departure of “That’s Fine,” I became 
friendly with Uncle Pyotr. He resembled my grand¬ 
father in that he was thin and neat and clean, but 
he was smaller In stature and in every other way. 
He reminded me of a young boy dressed up like an 
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old man just for the fun of it. His face was a basket 
work of line leather thongs, forming a cage from 
behind which his merry eyes twinkled like two little 
birds. His grey hair was curly, and his heard lay 
in ringlets; he smoked a pipe whose smoke was the 
colour of Iris hair and curled about him as did his 
quaint speech. He spoke in a buzzing voice that 
seemed to be kind and gentle, but I always had the 
impression that he was ridiculing people. 

“At the beginning of things, the countess who 
owned me—Tatyan hy name. Alexeyevna by patro¬ 
nymic—says, ‘It’s a smith you’ll be,’ but no sooner 
had I taken to smithing than she says, ‘Be the gar¬ 
dener’s assistant.’ I had no objections, but as the 
eaying goes, ‘If you don’t belong, everything’s 
rvrong.’ When that didn’t work out, she says. Try 
your hand at fishing, Petrushka!’ Again it’s all 
right hy me; I takes up with the fish, hut just I get 
a hankering for them, when it’s good-bye fish and 
I’m sent to town to serve as drayman. So it’s dray¬ 
man I’ll be and anything else you like, hut before' 
she gets a chance to like anything else along comes' 
’mancipation and there I be, left with the horse on 
my hands, and to this very day I follow the horse 
instead of the countess.” 

The horse was old and white and looked as if 
a drunken painter had slung a mottled brush at it. 
It was a crazy quilt with bandy legs. Its bony head 
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set with filmy eyes 'hung sorrowfully from a 
neck scarce connecting it to the body by stretched 
sinews and flaccid hide. Uncle Pyotr was most 
respectful to his horse; he called it “Tanya” and 
never beat it. 

“Why should you give your beast a Christian 
name?” my grandfather once asked him. 

“But it’s not, Vasili Vasilyevich—not at all,” he 
replied. “Tanya’s no Christian name—the Christian 
name's Tatyana.” 

Uncle Pyotr was also literate and had a thorough 
knowledge of the Scriptures, fie and my grandfa¬ 
ther were always arguing as to which of the saints 
was the most saintly. They were relentless in pass¬ 
ing judgment on sinners mentioned in the Bihle, 
condemning Absalom above all others. Sometimes 
their arguments assumed a purely grammatical as¬ 
pect: my grandfather said, “wickedism,” “lawless- 
ism,” “idolitism,” while Uncle Pyotr claimed they 
should bo pronounced “wiekedry,” “lawlessry,” 
“idolitry.” 

“Your way’s one thing—mine’s another!” bel¬ 
lowed my grandfather all red in the face. “A fig for 
your ‘-ryV!” 

But Uncle Pyotr sat unperturbed, with die 
smoke curling about his head. 

“And what’s better about your ‘-isms’?” lie 
drawled spitefully. “Not a bit better in the sight of 
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God. Maybe when the Lord listens to them prayers 
of yours He thinks to Hisself, ‘The prayer is big, 
but not worth a fig!’ ” 

‘‘Gel away from here, Alexei!” my grandfather 
shouted at me, his green eyes flashing. 

Pyotr was very fond of order and cleanliness. 
Whenever be walked through the yard, he would 
kick away slicks and bones and chips, muttering 
reprovingly: 

‘"No good for anything but just to get in 
the way.” 

He was very loquacious and gave the impression 
of being kind and merry. But at times his eyes 
would become filmy and staring like those of a 
corpse. And frequently he would be found sitting 
off somewhere in a dark corner as sullen and silent 
us his nephew. 

"What's the matter, Uncle Pyotr?” 

‘"Go away.” be would answer with dull severity. 

Into one of the houses on our street 'moved a 
gentleman with a lump on his forehead and a very 
strange habit: on Sundays he would sit at the win¬ 
dow and fire his shotgun at dogs, cat?, chickens and 
crows, and even at passers-by if they did not Btrike 
his fancy. One day he poured grapeshot into 
‘That’s Fine.” It did not penetrate his leather 
jacket, but some of the shot landed in his pocket. 

I remember watching the hoarder examine the pieces 
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he held in his hand. My grandfather urged him to 
put in a complaint, buL he Lossed the shot into a 
corner of the kitchen and said: 

“’Not worth the trouble.” 

Another time the sniper put some shot into my 
grandfather’s leg; my grandfather was enraged, 
reported the offence and began mobilizing witnesses. 
But all of a sudden the gentleman disappeared. 

Every Lime his shots were heard out on Lhe street, 
Uncle Pyotr would hastily pull oti the faded, large- 
visored cap he wore on Sundays, and rush through 
the gate. Once out on the sidewalk, he would put his 
hands under his coattails to make them stick up like 
a rooster’s tail, poke out his belly, and stride impor¬ 
tantly past the sniper’s window. If the first stroll 
remained uneventful, he would repeat it a second 
and a third time. All the people from our house 
would crowd at the gate to watch, with the military 
man and his blond wife peering at the window. 
People also come out in the yard of the Bclleng’s 
house. Only lhe gTey house belonging to the 
Ovsyannikovs remained lifeless. 

Sometimes Uncle Pyotr’s efforts were futile—the 
hunter refused to consider such game worthy of his 
attention. But sometimes the double-barrelled gun 
went off. 

“Bang-bang!” 

Without quickening his steps, Uncle Pyotr would 
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come over to us and report with the greatest 
satisfaction: 

“Got me in the coattails.” 

One day the shot landed in his neck and 
shoulder. 

“Why should you egg on such a wild creature!” 
asked grandmother as she removed the lead with a 
needle. “He’ll shoot your eyes out yet!” 

“Oh no, Akulina Ivanovna!” replied Pyotr con¬ 
temptuously. “He’s no shot at all!” 

“Why give him the satisfaction?” 

“Satisfaction? I just do it to tease the gentle¬ 
man!” 

As he examined the wounds in his hand, he 
added, “No shot at all. The countess, now. Tatyan 
Alexeyevna, once had temporary marringe ties—she 
changed her husbands like her footmen—once had 
these lies. I’m saying, with nn army man named 
Maniont Ilyich. Well, he was a shot all right! What 
he could do with a gun, grandmother! He’d place 
the feeble-minded Ignashka way off—some forty 
steps or so—and tie a bottle to his belt so’s to hang 
down between his legs, and Ignashka would plant 
liis feet wide apart and laugh like the idiot he was. 
Then Mamont Ilyich would take aim aud—bang! 
right into die bottle. Only once a horsefly must’ve 
bit Ignashka or something—the boy goes and jerks 
and gets the bullet in bus knee—right in the cap. 
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They call llie doctor and quick as a wink he has the 
leg off—just like that! They buried it... 

“And Iguashka?” 

“Oh, he was all right. An idiot has no use for 
arms and legs—lives by his idiocy. Everybody's 
ready to help an idiot—they’re a harmless lot like 
the saying goes, 'No sense—no offence.’ ” 

This story did not impress my grandmother— 
she knew dozens like it. But it gave me the creeps. 

“Could one of the gentlefolk kill a person to 
death?” 

“Why not? He could, all right. Sometimes the 
gentlefolk even kill each oLhcr. Once a lancer 
came to visit Tntyan Alexeyevna and got into a fight 
with Mumont. They both grabbed their pistols, went 
to the park and there on the path by the lake the 
lancer gave it to Mamonl—hang!—right in the liver. 
Well, Maxnont went to glory, the lancer to the 
Caucasus, and that was the end of that! There, you 
see? Killing their own selves. As for ihc muzhiks 
and their kind—phooh! Many as you like! Espe¬ 
cially nowadays, when they don’t own them no more. 
Used to be more careful—after all, the muzhik w r as 
their property!” 

“Didu’t ('are much then either,” pul in my 
grandmother. 

“True enough,’’ agreed Uncle Pyotr. “Properly, 
all right, but cheap property.” 
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He was always gentle with me and spoke more 
kindly to me than to die grownups, without drop¬ 
ping his eyes. But there was something about him I 
did not like. When he treated us to his favourite 
jam. he would spread my bread thicker then that of 
the others. He would bring me ginger cookies and 
poppy seeds when he went to town, and he always 
spoke with me quietly and seriously. 

“Well, what we going to he when we grow up, 
my man? A soldier, or a clerk?” 

“A soldier.” 

“Good for you. Not hard to be a soldier these 
days. The priests have it easy too—just go around 
shouting, ‘Praised lie the Lord,’ and there’s an end 
to it. Even easier to he a priest than a soldier. But 
the easiest of all is to be a fisherman. He don’t 
need to know anything at all—just get the habit, 
dial’s all.” 

He gave an amusing imiLation of how the fish 
circle around the bait and how a bass, a bream, and 
a mackerel struggle when they are hooked. 

“You gel mad. now, when your grandfather 
gives you a heating, don’t you, though?” lie said 
consolingly. “But there’s no reason at all to get mad 
in a ease like that, my man. They’re all for your 
own good, those beatings, and they’re just childish 
beatings' But lake my Tatyau Alexeyevna, for 
instance. There was a person for you when it came 
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to beatings! She kepi a special man Iot such busi¬ 
ness—Christopher was his name—such an expert he 
was that the owners of neighbouring estates used to 
send to the countess: be so good, Tatyan Alexeyev¬ 
na, as to lend us your Christopher for a healing or 
two. So slic’d send him over.” 

He gave an unimpassioned and detailed account 
of how the countess would sit in a red armchair on 
the columned porch of her estate, resplendenL in a 
sheer white dress wiLh a blue scarf about her shoul¬ 
ders, supervising the lashings Christopher admin¬ 
istered to her serfs of both sexes. 

“That Christopher person came from Ryazan— 
something like a gypsy or a khokhol 9 he was, with 
moustaches from ear to car, hut his face all blue¬ 
like, from shaving his chin. And there was no tell¬ 
ing whether he was really half-witted or just made 
believe to he so’s to make life easy for hisself. He’d 
go into the kitchen and fill a basin with water, catch 
a fly, or a roach, or some kind of a beetle, and 
drown it by pushing it down with the end of a 
slick—keep drowning it for a long time. Or some¬ 
times catch the vermin under his own collar and 
drown it....” 

I was well acquainted with stories like this, 
having heard many of them from my grandfather 

* Khokhol : Russian nickname for Ukrainians.— Trans. 
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and grandmother. But with all their variations, they 
were the same in that they told of human torture 
and humiliation. I was sick of such stories. 

“Tell me about something else,” I said. 

The drayman gathered all his wrinkles about 
his mouth, then shilled them to his eyes as he gave 
his consent. 

“All right, greedy. Here’s something else. Once 
we had a cook... 

“Who had?” 

“Countess Tatyan Alexeyevna.” 

“Why do you call her Tatyan, like a man, 
instead of Tatyana? She wasn’t a man, was 
she?” 

“Of course not—she was a lady, but still she 
had a moustache. A little black one. She was a 
black German by birth—a tribe something like the 
Negroes. Well, then this cook of ours—this is going 
to be a funny story, my man... 

The funny story was an account of how the cook 
had spoiled a pie and was punished by being made 
to eat the whole thing at one sitting, as a result of 
which he became sick. 

“That’s not funny,” I said with annoyance. 

“So what’s funny? Come on, let’s hear.” 

“I don’t know.” 

‘'Then keep your mouth shut.” 
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Once more lie started spinning hi3 dull tales. 

Sometimes my cousins would come lor a visit on 
Sundays—Uncle Mikhail’s sad and lazy Sasha, 
Uncle Yakov’s neat and knowing Sasha. One day, 
when the three of us were exploring die roofs of the 
outhouses, we saw a gentleman sitting on a woodpile 
in the Betleng’s yard, playing with some puppies. 
IIo was wearing a green long coat lined with fur, 
but his little yellow bald head was uncovered. One 
of my cousins suggested that we steal one of the 
puppies, and we immediately thought up a plan: my 
cousins were to go out in the street and wait at the 
Betleng’s gate while I was to frighten the man. 
When he ran away, my cousins would dash into the 
yard and grab a puppy. 

“How shall I frighten him?” 

“Spit on his bald head,” suggested one of my 
cousins. 

I found nothing particularly wicked about spit¬ 
ting on a bald head—I had seen and heard about 
greuter crimes being committed, so I did not hesi¬ 
tate to fulfil the task entrusted to me. 

But the act created a tremendous fuss. A whole 
army of men and women from the Belleng’s house 
invaded our yard, led by a handsome young officer. 
And since my cousins v r ere innocently playing out 
in the street at the moment when the crime was 
perpetrated, I was the only one to receive the heating 


206 



which my grandfather performed with great gusto 
in order to propitiate the insult offered the house of 
Detleng. 

While I lay bruised and aching on the bunt in 
the kitchen, Uncle Pyotr came to see me, all dressed 
up and in a cheerful mood. 

‘’That was a clever Lhing to think up, young 
man,” he whispered. “Serves him right, the old goat. 
Spit on the hunch of them! Better to have thrown 
a brick at his rotten head!” 

I remembered the round, hairless, childlike face 
of the gentleman in the green coat, and how he had 
squealed softly and plaintively as a puppy as he 
wiped his yellow pate with his little hands. This 
had made me hate my cousins and feel frightfully 
ashamed of myself at the time, hut now I forgot it 
as I looked into the basket-work face of the dray¬ 
man, which was trembling in the same frightening 
and repulsive way my grandfather’s had when he 
gave me the heating. 

“Get out!” I cried, pushing Pyotr away with my 
hands and feet. 

He chuckled and winked and got up off the 
bunk. 

From that time on I never had any desire to 
talk with him. I began to avoid him, and at the 
same time to keep a suspicious eye on him, as 
though I were vaguely expecting something. 


207 



This incident was shortly followed by another. 
For some time I had nurtured a secret interest in 
the quiet house belonging to the Ovsyannikovs. It 
seemed to me that a mysterious fairy tale existence 
went on in that grey bouse. 

The Bclleng house was always noisy and cheer¬ 
ful. A number of attractive young girls lived there 
courted by students and officers who were always 
talking, laughing, singing and playing. The very 
house itself had a gay look, with its flashing win¬ 
dows through which the green of the plants shone 
with particular vividness. My grandfather did not 
like this house. 

“Infidels! Heretics!” he called the occupants 
in general, while he applied a particularly filthy 
word to the women—a word which Uncle Pyotr 
once explained to me in a gloating, filthy 
mauner. 

But grandfather was impressed by the stern and 
silent house of the Ovsyannikovs. 

It was high and one-storied and ran far back 
into a clean, open yard carpeted with grass. In the 
centre of the yard stood a well, covered by a roof 
supported by two columns. The house stood back 
from the street, as though hiding from it. Three 
narrow arched windows whose panes were turned 
to rainbow hues by the sun, decorated the facade. A 
barn to the right of the enLrance gate also had three 
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windows matching those of the house, hut they were 
imitation windows, formed hy moulding tacked to 
the wall, with frames and sashes painted in white. 
There was something unpleasant about these blind 
windows, and the barn seemed to emphasise the fact 
that the house wanted to hide away and live its life 
unobserved. The entire property, including the 
empty stables and empty bams with their huge 
gales, breathed a sense of quiet injury, or silent 
pride. 

Sometimes a tall, beardless old man with white 
moustaches bristling like needles could bo seen 
limping about the yard. Occasionally another old 
man with side whiskers and a crooked nose led a 
grey horse out of the stable. Once out in the yard, 
the narrow-chested, thin-ankled horse would nod to 
everything about it like a modest nun. The lame old 
man would slap it noisily, whistle and sigh deeply, 
then send the horse back into the dark stable. It 
seemed to me that the old man wanted to escape 
from the house, hut was held there by some evil 
spell. 

Almost every day from noon to evening, three 
little hoys played in the yard. They were all dressed 
alike in grey pants and blouses and similar hats, 
and they themselves were so much alike, with their 
round faces and grey eyes, that I could distinguish 
them only by their size. 
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I watched them through a chink in tho fence, 
hut to my disappointment they did not notice me. It 
was pleasant to see in what a happy, friendly man¬ 
ner they played games that were unfamiliar to me. 
I liked the way they were dressed and the way they 
took care of each other, especially the older ones 
in relation to the youngest—a sturdy, amusing lit¬ 
tle fellow. If he fell down, they laughed as people 
always laugh at anyone who falls down, but there 
was nothing mean about their laughter; they would 
immediately help him get up and brush off his 
hands and knees with burdock leaves or their hand¬ 
kerchiefs. 

“You clumlhy thing!” the middle one would say. 

They never fought or played tricks on each 
other, and all three of them were strong and agile 
and full of energy. 

One day I climbed a tree and whistled to them. 
They stopped at the sound of the whistle, then drew 
together with their eyes on me and held a consulta¬ 
tion. I expected them to start throwing stones, so I 
descended, filled my shirt and pockets with missiles, 
and once more climbed the tree. But they were 
already playing again in a far corner of the yard 
and apparently had forgotten all about me. That 
was regrettable, but I did not want to be the first 
to declare war. Presently, someone called from the 
window: 
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“Home, children—quick!” 

They turned obediently but unhurriedly, and 
marched off like geese. 

Many times I sat on the tree above the fence, 
hoping they would invite me to play with then*, hut 
they never did. In my imagination I often joined 
them in their games, even calling out and laughing 
aloud in my enthusiasm. At such times all three 
of them would look at me and quietly, pass remarks 
to each other, while I would slip cnxbarra9SL'dly 
down the tree. 

One day they began to play hide-and-seek. The 
middle brother was “it,” and he stood at one corner 
of the barn with his hands over his eyes, without 
peeking, while his two brothers hid. The oldest boy 
quickly climbed into a sledge sheltered by the over¬ 
hanging roof of the barn, but the lillle fellow ran 
round and round the well, not knowing where to 
hide. 

“One!” cried the boy who was “it.” “Two....” 

The little one climbed up on the edge of the 
well, grabbed hold of the rope, and jumped into the 
empty bucket, which immediately disappeared, 
knocking dully against the sides of die well. 

I was frozen with horror as I saw the rope 
quickly and noiselessly unwinding. But I immedi¬ 
ately realized what might be die result and jumped 
down into the yard, shouting: 


14 * 


211 



‘'He fell in the well!” 

The middle brother reached the well at the same 
time I did, and grabbed the rope, which lifted him 
off his feet and burned his hands, but I took hold, 
and by that time the eldest boy came running and 
helped me haul up the bucket. 

“Not so fast, please,” he said. 

We rescued the little one, who was badly fright¬ 
ened. Blood was flowing from the fingers of his 
right hand, one of his cheeks was also badly 
scratched, he was soaked to the waist and deathly 
pale, but he smiled and said with a shudder: 

“How I fel-1-1!” 

"You craythy thing!” lisped the middle brother, 
hugging him and wiping the blood from his face, 
while die eldest frowned and remarked: 

“Come on, we can’t hide it anyhow, so we may 
as well go now.” 

“Will you get a licking?” I asked. 

He nodded and held out his hand. 

“You ran mighty fast,” he said. 

I was so overwhelmed by his praise that before 
I could take his hand he was saying to the middle 
brother: 

“Come on, or he’ll catch cold. We’ll say he 
simply fell down. No sense telling about the well.” 

“Yes,” agreed the little one. “We’ll just say I 
fell in a puddle.” 
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And they went away. 

Everything had happened so fast, that when I 
glanced up at the branch on which I had been 
sitting it was still shaking, scattering its yellow 
leaves. 

For about u week after that the brothers did not 
appear in the yard, and when they did, they were 
noisier than ever. As soon as the eldest hoy saw me. 
he cried in a friendly tone: 

“Come play with us! ” 

We climbed into the sledge and sat there for a* 
long lime getting acquainted. 

“Did they beat you?” I asked. 

“We got it, all right,” answered the eldest. 

It was hard to believe that these boys also took 
beatings like mine, and I thought it unfair. 

“Why do you catch birds?” asked the little one.. 

“Because they sing nice.” 

“'Don’t catch them any more. Let them stay free 
to go where they want.” 

“All right, I won’t any more.” 

“Only first catch one and give it to me.’* 

“What kind?” 

“A cheerful kind—to put in a cage.” 

“That’11 be a chaffinch,” 

“The cat’ll kill it,” said the middle brother. 
“And father won’t let uth keep it.” 

“That’s right,” agreed the eldest. 
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“Haven’t you got a mother?” 1 

“No,” answered the eldest, but the middle broth¬ 
er corrected him; 

“We have, only another one—not ourth—ourth 
died.” 

“That kind’s called a stepmother,” I said, and 
the eldest nodded. 

“That’s right.” 

All three of them fell into a brooding silence. 

I had learned what a stepmother was from 
grandmother’s tales, and so I could understand 
their silence. They sat there huddled together, as 
like as three peas. I recalled the story of the witch 
stepmother who resorted to foul means to take the 
place of the real mother, and I tried to console the 
boys by saying: 

“Don’t worry, your real mother will come 
back yet.” 

“How can she, once she’s dead? That never 
happens,” said the eldest with a shrug of his 
shoulders. 

Never happens? Heavens, how many times a 
sprinkling of living water had brought hack to life 
not only those who were merely dead, but even 
those who had been chopped into a hundred pieces! 
And how many limes death turned out to be not a 
real death, sent by God, but the work of witches 
and wizards! 
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I began an enthusiastic recounting of grand¬ 
mother’s stories, but the eldest laughed contemptu¬ 
ously and said: 

“We’ve heard those—they’re just fairy tales!” 

His brothers listened in silence, the little one 
with a frown on his face and his lips compressed, 
the middle brother with one elbow on his knee, the 
other arm crooked about the li ttle one’s neck, draw¬ 
ing him toward me. 

It was already well on toward evening; rosy 
clouds had settled low over the roofs, when the old 
man with while whiskers appeared among us. He 
was wearing a long broivn coat like a priest and had 
a shaggy fur cap on his head. 

‘‘"Who’s that?” he asked, pointing his finger 
at me. 

The eldest boy rose and nodded toward my 
grandfather’s house. 

“He’s from over there,” he said. 

“Who asked him to come?” 

All three of the boys immediately climbed 
silently out of the sledge and went home, once more 
reminding me of obedient geese. 

The old man look me firmly by the shoulder 
and led me through the yard to the gate. I was on 
the verge of tears from fright, but he strode ahead 
so quickly that I found myself out in the street 
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before I bad time to cry. He stood at die gate shak¬ 
ing his finger at me and saying: 

“Don’t dare come see me again!” 

“I never came to see you, you old devil!” 1 
retorted ongrily. 

His long arm reached out for me once more, and 
he led me down the sidewalk, reiterating die same 
question, like hammer blows over my head: 

“Is your grandfather at home?” 

Uufortunately for me, he was. He stood 'before 
the menacing old man, his head thrown back, his 
beard sticking out, looking up into eyes as round 
and dull as kopek pieces. 

“His mother’s away, I’m busy, nobody to look 
after him—begging your pardon, Colonel!” he 
said hastily. 

The Colonel gave a roar that could he heard all 
over the house, swung around on his heel and 
marched away. Some time later I was thrown out 
into Uncle Pyotr’s cart. 

“Got it again, my man?" asked the drayman as 
he unharnessed the horse. ‘'What was the beating 
for this time?” 

When I had told him the story, he flared up 
and hissed through his teeth: 

“What do you want to make friends with the 
likes of them for? They’re gentlefolk’s spawn; see 
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what you took ou their account? Hereafter you give 
it to them!” 

He kept on mulLcring to himself, and at first, 
rankled by my injuries, I sympathized with what 
he said. Cut his basket-work face trembled so dis¬ 
gustingly that I was reminded of the fact that those 
boys would also be flogged, and that they had in 
no way offended me. 

“No reason why I should give it to them,” I 
said, “and what you’re telling is just a pack of lies.” 

He glanced at me sharply, then suddenly 
shouted: 

“Get out of my cart!” 

‘'Fool!” I cried, jumping down. 

“A fool, am I? A liar, am I? I’ll show you .. 
and he began chasing me around the yard, but was 
unable to catch me. 

My grandmother appeared on the kitchen porch. 
I ran to her, and he began to complain about me: 

“I get no peace with that brat around! Don’t 
spare his words—calls me all sorts of filthy names, 
and me five times his senior... .” 

When people lied in my very face, I was stunned 
out of mind. Now I stood there at an utter loss for 
words, hut my grandmother said firmly: 

“Now, there, Pyotr, aren’t you taking a little 
too much rope? You can’t tell me as he called you 
filthy names.” 
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My grandfather would have believed the 
drayman. 

From that day on the relationship between me 
and the drayman was one of silent, vicious war. He 
would try to find opportunities Iot poking me or 
striking me with the reins as if by chance; he set 
my birds free and one day be sicked the cat on 
them. He was always complaining to my grandfather 
about me, invariably exaggerating the cause. I found 
it impossible to look upon him as anything but a 
boy like myself dressed up like an old man. In my 
turn I would unravel his bast sandals and untwist 
the cording, so that it would break when he was 
lacing them. One day I sprinkled pepper in his cap, 
and he went about sneezing for a whole hour. In 
general, I did everything in my power to give him 
measure for measure. On Sundays he would spend 
the entire day spying on me, and more than once 
he caught me in illegal communication with the 
spawn of the gentlefolk, on which occasions he 
straightway reported the fact to my grandfather. 

I had continued my acquaintanceship with the 
boys, and derived more and more pleasure from it. 
Between the wall of my grandfather's house and the 
Ovsyannikov’s fence there was a little corner shaded 
hy an elm and a lime and overgrown with elderberry 
bushes. Behind these bushes I had cut a little open¬ 
ing in the fence, to which the brothers would come 
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in turns or pairs, to talk quietly with me. One of 
them always watched to see that the Colonel did 
not catch us. 

They told me about the dull life they lived, and 
this made me very sad. We talked about my birds, 
and about many childish interests, but so far as 
I can remember they never mentioned their father 
or their stepmother. Most often they simply asked 
me to tell than stories, and I conscientiously related 
all the tales I had heard from my grandmother. 
If I forgot anything, I would ask them to wait while 
I ran to her to be prompted. She was only loo glad 
to do this. 

I often told them about my grandmother. 
One day the eldest boy gave a deep sigh and 
said: 

"All grandmothers must be nice. We used to 
have a nice grandmother too... 

He so often and so sadly repeated the expres¬ 
sions: “used to be,” “used to have,” “once upon a 
lime,” that it seemed he had lived a hundred years, 
instead of only eleven. I remember that he had 
slender hands with long thin fingers. He himself was 
slender and fragile with eyes as shy and clear as 
the icon lamps in church. I was fond of his brothers 
as well. They won my sympathy and inspired me 
with the desire to do something nice for them. But 
I was mosL fond of the eldest. 
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So absorbed would I become iu our conversation 
that I often failed to notice the approach of Uncle 
Pyotr, who would startle us with his long- 
drawn-out: 

“Wha-a-t! At it again?” 

I could see that he was becoming more and 
more subject to fits of sullenness. I even learned 
how to determine the mood in which he relumed 
from work: ordinarily he opened the gates un¬ 
hurriedly, so that the hinges gave a prolonged creak. 
BuL if the drayman was in a hud mood, the hinges 
would let out a sharp, sudden shriek, like a cry 
of pain. 

His mule nephew left for the country to get 
married. Pyotr went on living alone in a low-ceil- 
inged room over the stable containing one tiny 
window and smelling of tar, old leather, tobacco 
and sweat. I could never visit him because of this 
odour. These days he slept without extinguishing 
his lamp, a thing which displeased my grandfather 
very murh. 

“Watch out or you’ll be burning the place 
down, Pyotr.” 

“No danger of that. I always stand the lamp in 
a basin of water at night,” he answored, glancing 
off to one side. 

He was always glancing about shiftily nowadays, 
and he no longer attended grandmother’s parties 
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or treated us to jam. His face had become dried up, 
the wrinkles had grown deeper, and he swayed like 
a sick man when he walked. 

One morning when my grandfather and I were 
shovelling the snow which had fallen abundantly 
during the night, the latch on the gate clicked with 
particular importance, a policeman entered the yard, 
closed the gate, stood with his back to it, and 
beckoned to my grandfather with a fat grey finger. 
When my grandfather went over to him, he stuck 
his big nose into his face and said something to 
which my grandfather hastily replied: 

“Here? When? If only 1 can remember. .. 

Suddenly he started comically and cried: 

“Merciful God! Not really?” 

“Sh!” warned the policeman. 

Grandfather glanced about and caught sight 
of me: 

“Take the shovels and go home!” 

I hid around the corner of the house and watched 
them enter the drayman’s quarters in the stable. The 
policeman look the glove off his right hand and 
began slapping his left with it. 

“He understands all right; abandoned his horse 
and went into hiding.” 

I ran into the kitchen to tell my grandmother 
all I had seen and heard. She nodded her flour- 
dusted head as she kneaded the dough. 
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“Must've stole something or other,” she said 
calmly when I had finished. “Go out and play. 
What’s it to you?” 

When I ran out into the yard again, grandfather 
was standing at the gate with his hat off and his 
eyes raised to heaven, crossing himself. His face 
was angry and bristling and one of his legs was 
jerking. 

“Didn’t I tell you to gel in the house?” he cried, 
stamping his foot. 

He followed me into the kitchen. 

“Come here, mother!” he said. 

They went into the next room and whispered 
together for some Lime. One look at grandmother’s 
face when she returned told mo that something 
dreadful had happened. 

“What are you scared of?” I asked. 

“You just keep your mouth shut,” she replied 
softly. 

A strained and awed atmosphere hung over the 
house the rest of the day; my grandmother and 
grandfather kept exchanging furtive glances and 
short, incomprehensible words which heightened 
the feeling of alarm. 

“Light all the icon lamps, mother,” ordered my 
grandfather, clearing his throat. 

They ate dinner hurriedly, but without appe¬ 
tite, as if expecting someone. Grandfather wearily 
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blew out bis cheeks, cleared his throat, and mur¬ 
mured: 

‘‘Satan’s too strong for a man to pit hisself 
against. Take him, for instance—a godly, pious man 
to all appearances, but look what he’s done!” 

Grandmother sighed. 

The silvery winter day dragged on interminably, 
while the atmosphere at home became more uneasy 
and oppressive with every hour. 

Towards evening another policeman came. He 
was fat and redheaded and sat drowsing on a bench 
in the kitchen, nodding and snuffling. 

“How did they find out?” my grandmother 
asked. 

After a short pause he replied gruffly: 

“Don’t worry, they find out everything.” 

I remember sitting at the window heating an old 
coin in my mouth in order to make an impression 
of St. George the Victorious on the frosted 
windowpane. 

Suddenly there was a "great bustling in the 
entranceway and the door burst open. Petrovna 
stood on the threshold and shouted: 

“Go have a look at what’s out on your 
property!” 

On catching sight of the policeman she rushed 
back into the entranceway, but he caught her by 
the skirt and also shouted in fright: 
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“Wait a minute! Who are you? What’s out 
there ?” 

She fell on her knees and began to cry, swallow- 
ing down her words and her tears: 

“I went out to milk the cow. and all of a sudden 
I sees something like a pair of boots in the Kashi¬ 
rin’s yard.” 

“That's a lie, you hussy!” shouted my grand¬ 
father in a rage. “You couldn’t see anything in 
our yard—the fence is loo high and there’s no 
holes in it! You’re lying! There’s nothing out 
there!” 

“Ah me!” wailed Petrovna stretching out one 
hand to him and holding her head with the other. 
“It’s the truth when he says I’m lying. I was walking 
along and all of a sudden I secs tranks leading up 
to your fence and the snow all trampled down in 
one place, so I climbs up and looks over the fence, 
and there he is lying there....” 

“Who-o-o?” 

The cry came fnghLful and long-drawn and 
meaningless. Then all of a sudden, as though they 
had lost their senses, everyone went running and 
shoving out of the kitchen into the yard. There in 
the snow-filled pit lay Uncle Pyotr, his back against 
a charred beam, his head drooping on his breast. 
Just below his right ear was a great gash resembling 
a red mouth with bluish fringes slicking up like 
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teeth. I closed my eyes in horror, and through my 
lashes I saw Uncle Pyotr’s saddle knife lying on 
his knee with the twisted darkened fingers of his 
right hand alongside, while his left hand was buried 
in snow. The snow had melted under his slight 
figure, which lay deep in the white fluff, looking 
more childlike than ever. On his right the snow 
was stained with a strange red design that looked 
like a bird, while on his left it remained unspotted, 
and lay smooth and glistening. His head, so meekly 
bowed, rested on his chest, pushing up his curly 
beard, beneath which hung a large brass cross 
framed by rivulets of dried blood. My head swam 
from the confusion of voices; Petrovna shouted 
without interruption; the policeman shouted to 
Valei to go somewhere; my grandfather shouted: 

“Don’t spoil the tracks!” 

Suddenly he frowned and dropped his eyes. 

“No sense in yelling like that, officer,” he said 
in a loud, authoritative voice. “This is the hand of 
God, the judgment of God, and you with your silly 
business—fie on you!” 

All the people became silent, sigbing and cross¬ 
ing themselves and staring at the dead man. 

Others climbed over the fence from Petrovna’s 
side and came running across the yard, falling and 
muttering, but making little noise until my grand¬ 
father glanced around and cried in despair: 
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“You’re breaking all the raspberry bushes, 
neighbours! Aren’t you ashamed of yourselves?” 

My grandmother took me by the hand and led 
me into the house. 

“What did he do?” I asked. 

“Didn’t you see?” she answered, whimpering. 

All that evening and until late in the night 
strange people moved about the kitchen and the 
room adjoining it. The police gave orders, and a 
man who looked like a deacon made notes in a book 
and kept quacking like a duck: 

“What’s that? What’s that?” 

Grandmother served tea to everybody. At the 
kitchen table sat a round, bewhiskered, pock-marked 
man who said in a squeaky voice: 

“Nobody knows his real name. The only thing 
they know is that he comes from Elatma. But that 
there deaf mule is no more deaf than you nor me. 
and he come out with the whole story. And the third 
chap squealed too—seems there was a third one. 
They been robbing churches ever so long—that was 
their main specialty... 

“My Godl” exclaimed Petrovna, all moist 
and red. 

I lay up on the bunk looking down on them, and 
they all appeared short and fat and ugly.... 
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X 


Very early one Saturday morning I went into 
Petrovna’s garden to catch bullfinches. Some time 
passed, but the proud, red-breasted creatures would 
not enter my snare. Vaunting their beauty, they 
would step importantly over the silver snow crust, 
ox fly into the bushes, where they would sway on 
the hoar-covered branches like bright flowers among 
blue sparkles of snow dust. All this was too lovely 
to allow of my feeling disappointment in the hunt. 
In general I w r as not a very impassioned hunter; 
I always took greater pleasure in the process than 
in the result. I was most interested in observing and 
meditating on the lives of the birds. 

What could be more pleasant than to sit alone 
at the edge of a snowy field and listen to the chirp¬ 
ing of the birds in the crystal silence of a winter’s 
day, while somewhere far away in the distance 
sounded the bells of a passing troika—that melan¬ 
choly lark of the Russian winter. 

When I was chilled to the bone and felt that 
my ears were freezing, I gathered up my snares and 
cages, climbed the fence into grandfather’s garden, 
and went toward the house. The gates were open, 
and a huge muzhik was leading three horses hitched 
to a large, closed sleigh out into the street. Clouds 
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of sleam rose from the horses, the muzhik whistled 
gaily, and my heart stood still. 

“Who did you bring?” I asked. 

He turned, glanced at me from under his hand, 
jumped up into his seat, and said: 

“The priest!” 

That did not concern me—if the priest had come, 
he was probably visiting one of the tenants. 

“Cet going, my chickens!” cried the muzhik aa 
he touched the horses with the whip, causing them 
to spring ahead and set the air ringing with bells. 
I waLched them go, then closed the gates and went 
into the house. When I entered the kitchen I heard 
my mother’s deep voice coming from the adjoining 
room: 

“Well, what now? Off with my head—is 
that it?” 

I threw' down my cages and rushed out into the 
entranccway without taking off my coat, but my 
grandfather caught me. He looked at me with wild 
eyes, swallowed painfully, and gasped: 

“Your mother’s come—go in to her! Wait!” 
He shook me so that I could scarcely retain my 
footing, then pushed me toward the door. 

“Go on, go on,” he said. 

I fumbled at the door, scarcely able to lift the 
latch with my frozen, trembling fingers; when at 
last I opened it, I stood speechless on the threshold. 
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“Ah, go here he is!” said my mother. “Heavens, 
how big you’ve grown! Don’t you recognize me? 
The way you dress him! And look, his ears are 
frozen! Give me some goose grease—burr}’, 
mother!” 

She stood bending over me in the middle of the 
room, taking off my clothes and turning me around 
like a hall. Her large body was clothed in a soft, 
warm red dress as wide as a man’s cloak, with large 
black buttons descending diagonally from the 
shoulder to the waisL, and then down to the very 
hem. I had never seen such a dress before. 

Her face seemed to have grown smaller and 
paler, her eyes larger and deeper, and her hair 
more golden. She threw aside the clothes she took 
off me, drawing down the comers of her red lips 
disdainfully and saying in an imperious tone: 

“Well, why don’t you say something? Aren’t 
you glad? Phooh. what a dirty shirt!” 

Then she rubbed goose grease on my ears. It 
hurt, but the pain was compensated by the refresh¬ 
ing, delightful scent which emanated from her. 
I pressed up close and looked deep into her eyes, 
unable to utter a word in my agitation. As a back¬ 
ground to what she was saying, I heard my grand¬ 
mother softly complaining: 

“He's gotten clean out of hand, don’t even fear 
his grandfather any more. Ah, Varya, Varya....” 
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“Stop whining, mother! Everything will be 
all right!” 

In contrast to my mother, all the surroundings 
scented little and old and drab. I myself felt as old 
as my grandfather. 

She held me tightly between her knees as she 
stroked my head with a warm, heavy hand. 

“Need a hair cut,” she said. “And time for you 
to be going to school. Do you want to study?” 

“I’ve already studied.” 

“There’s more to be learned. But what a sturdy 
little fellow you are!” And she laughed a rich, 
warm laugh as she fondled me. 

My grandfather came in, grey and bristling, 
with bloodshot eyes. She pushed me away with a 
single gesture and asked in a loud voice: 

“Well, what am I to do, father? Leave?” 

He stood at the window scratching the ioe with 
his nail and saying nothing. The atmosphere was 
so strained that 1 could feel my eyes and ears ex¬ 
panding until they seemed to comprise my whole 
being, while my breast was nigh to bursting with 
the impulse to scream. 

“Get out of here, Alexei,” said my grandfather 
dully. 

“Why?” asked my mother, once more drawing 
me to her. 

“You’ll not leave! I forbid it!” 
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My mother got up and soared about the room 
like a lurid sunset cloud. 

“Listen, father,” she said, halting behind his 
back. 

“Silence!” he shrieked. 

“I won’t allow you to shout at me!” said my 
mother quietly. 

“Varvara!” cried my grandmother, rising from 
the couch and shaking a warning finger, while my 
grandfather sank weakly onto a chair, muttering to 
himself: 

“What’s this? What’s this, eh? Who am I? 
What do you call this?” 

Suddenly he let out a roar like a wounded 
beast: 

“You’ve disgraced me. that’s what you’ve done, 
Varka!” 

“Go away,” said my grandmother to me. Deeply 
unhappy, I went into the kitchen and climbed up 
onto the stove, from where I could hear the sounds 
coming from the other room—now everyone talking 
excitedly, now everyone silent, as though suddenly 
fallen asleep. They were talking about a baby my 
mother had given birth to and left with someone. 
But it was impossible to tell whether my grand¬ 
father was angry because my mother had given 
birth without his consent, or because she had not 
brought him the baby. 
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Finally he came into the kitchen, red and dishev¬ 
elled and exhausted, followed by my grandmother, 
who was wiping ihe tears from her checks with a 
corner of her blouse. He slumped down on a bench, 
leaning on his hands, biting the grey lips of his 
twitching face. My grandmother fell on her knees 
before him. 

“Forgive her, father, for the love of Christ, 
forgive her! Even better sleighs have broken down. 
Don’t such things happen among the gentlefolk loo, 
and among the merchants? Just see what a woman 
she is! Forgive her, father—none of us are 
perfect... 

Grandfather leaned back against the wall and 
looked her i«i the eye as he whimpered: 

“Oh yes, of course! Why not? You’d forgive 
anybody. You’d forgive' anything. Phooh! Fie 
on you!” 

Then he leaned toward her, grabbed her by the 
shoulder and shook her. 

“But what about the Lord?” he said in a rapid 
whisper. “He doesn’t forgive anything, eh? Here 
we are at the brink of the grave, and the punish¬ 
ments we get—our last days, and no peace, no joy, 
and none to hope for. Beggars we’ll die—mark my 
words—beggars! ” 

My grandmother lode his hands in hers, sat 
down beside him, and laughed softly. 
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“What of it? Why you so scared to he a beggar? 
So we’ll be beggars. You can sit home and I’ll go 
out with the cup. Nobody'll refuse me—we’ll not 
go hungry! Stop worrying yourself with all this 
business!” 

Suddenly he snorted, turned his head like a 
goat, grabbed my grandmother about the neck and 
hugged her up tight, little and crumpled and 
blubbering: 

‘*You fool! You blessed little fool! The only 
person left to me! You’d be willing to lose every¬ 
thing, simpleton that you are! Just remember bow 
we worked for our children, how I sinned for them! 
And now at the end, not to have anything, not even 
a little bit... 

At this point I could stand it no longer; I 
jumped off the stove with the tears streaming down 
my face and ran to their side, sobbing with joy 
that my mother had come, that they should be speak, 
ing together with such unprecedented tenderness, 
and that they allowed me to share their grief with 
them, both of them embracing me, fondling me, 
bathing me in their tears. 

“So you’re here too, you little scoundrel,” 
whispered my grandfather into my ear, “Now your 
mother’s come you won’t he needing me, ycrur 
grandfather, the old devil, eh? Nor your grand- 
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mother, the old harpy that only knows how to spoil 
you. Phooh, fie on you!” 

He waved us off with his hands and stood up. 

“Everybody leaves us—everybody tries to get 

away—each for himself._Well, call her in," he 

said angrily, “Hurry up!” 

Grandmother left the kitchen and grandfather 
went over to the icon corner. 

“Merciful God—just see—to think of it!” he 
muttered with bowed head, striking himself vaunt- 
ingly on the chest. I did not like this, and in general 
I did not approve of the way in which he spoke to 
God, always so boastful. My mother entered, filling 
the room with the cheer of her red dress. She sat 
on the bench at the table with grandmother and 
grandfather on either side of her, the full sleeves 
of hex dress draped over their shoulders. She spoke 
to them softly and seriously, and they listened 
without a word. Both of them looked so small beside 
her that it seemed she was the mother and they the 
children. 

Worn out with emotion, I fell fast asleep on 
the bunk. 

That evening both the old people dressed up 
in their best clothes and went to vesper service. 
Grandmother merrily winked at my grandfather, 
who was resplendent in the suit of a master-work¬ 
man and a racoon coat. 
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‘■Just see what a neat little goat your father 
is,” die said, nudging my mother. 

Mother laughed gaily. 

When she and I were alone in her room, she 
sat on the couch with one leg drawn up under her 
and called me over, patting the couch next to her. 

‘’Here, come sit down. Well, how are things? 
Not very good?” 

How were they? I didn’t know. 

“Does your grandfather beat you?” 

“Not so much any more.” 

“Really? Well, tell me anything you like.” 

I had no desire to talk about my grandfather, 
so I began to tell her that a very nice man had 
lived in the Toom we were in, but nobody had liked 
him and grandfather had finally put him out. 
Apparently this story did not interest my mother, 
and she said: 

“Tell me something else.” 

I told her about the three little boys and how 
the Colonel had chased me out of his yard. 

“What a nasty man.” she said with a hug. 

Then she became quiet, studying the floor 
through narrowed eyes and shaking her head. 

“Why is grandfather so angry with you?” I 
asked. 

"I am to blame.” 

“You should have brought him the baby....” 
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She started up. frowned, and bit her lip, then 
burst out laughing and hugged me again. 

“You little silly! But don’t say a word about 
that again, hear? Not a word—and don’t even think 
about it!” 

For some time she spoke words that were quiet 
and stern and unintelligible. Then she got up and 
began to pace the floor, tapping her chin with her 
fingers and moving her heavy brows. 

A wax caudle burned and melted on the table 
and was reflected in a mirror. Dirty shadows crept 
across the floor, an icon lamp glowed in the corner, 
and the frost-covered window was silver with moon¬ 
light. Mother glanced about as though searching for 
something on the empty walls and ceiling. 

“When do you go to bed?” 

“A little later.” 

“That’s right, you had a nap this afternoon,” 
she remembered with a sigh. 

“Do you want to go away?” I asked. 

“Where to?” she replied with some surprise, 
then she lifted my head and gazed for so long into 
my eyes that I could not hold back the tears. 

“Why are you crying?” 

“My neck hurts.” 

But my heart hurt more. I realized that ahe 
could not live in that house, that she would surely 
go away,,.. 
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“You will look like your father some day,” she 
said, tossing the carpet aside with her foot. “Has 
grandmother told you about him?” 

“Yes.” 

“She was very fond of Maxim—very. And he 
was fond of her... 

“I know.” 

Mother looked at die candle, frowned, and put 
it out. 

“That’s better,” she said. 

It seemed fresher and cleaner in the room 
without the candle. The dirty shadows on the floor 
were replaced by patches of blue moonlight, while 
golden reflections glittered on the windowpane. 

“Where did you live before you came here?” 

She mentioned the names of several towns as 
though remembering something long forgotten, all 
the while circling about the room like a hawk. 

“Where did you get such a dress?” 

“I made it myself. I do everything for myself.” 

It was pleasant to find her so different from 
everybody else, but I regretted that she spoke so 
little. If I did not ask her questions, she said nothing. 

Once more she sat down next to me on the 
couch, and we remained there lrithout speaking, 
holding tight to each other, until the old folks 
returned smelling of wax and incense, gravely quiet 
and gentle. 
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Supper was a solemn and elevated affair. We 
spoke little and cautiously, as though afraid of 
awakening someone from a light sleep. 

Soon mother energetically undertook my “sec¬ 
ular”' education: she bought me a few books, one 
of which was called “A Russian Primer.” From this 
book I learned the secular alphabet in a few days. 
But mother immediately hud me learn poetry by 
heart, and this was the beginning of mutual torture. 

Here is the first verse I had to learn: 

A winding road, an endless road, 

A road past fields and man’s abode. 

No pick or spade the path has laid. 

But countless hoofs the bed have made. 

When I recited it I always said ‘'binding” 
instead of “winding,” “blade” instead of “spade” 
and “by” instead of “but.” 

“But just think,” protested my mother, “how 
could a road be ‘binding,’ silly? ‘Winding’—that's 
what you must say.” 

I understood, and yet I kepi saying “binding.” 
to my own consternation. 

Mother became angry and insisted that I was 
stubborn and stupid. That was a very bitter accusa¬ 
tion to hear, and I strained every effort to remember 
the accursed lines. Mentally I recited them without 
a mistake, but when I said them out loud I invari- 
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ably mixed up the words. I came to hate these illu¬ 
sive lines, and began to disLotrl them for spite, 
thinking up a whole series of words in alliteration, 
which gave me the greater pleasure the less sense 
they made. 

But this amusement cost me dear: one day at 
the end of a successful lesson, mother asked me to 
recite the poem, and in spite of myself I began 
to mutter: 

A road was sowed and bloived with toad. 

No pixies, twixies, fixed the nixies .... 

I realized what was happening only too late: 
my mother rose with her hands on the table and 
asked, enunciating each word separately: 

“Where did you get that?” 

“I don’t know,” I answered, thoroughly shocked. 

“Oh yes you do! Tell me!” 

“Just like that.” 

“Just like what?” 

“For fun.” 

“Get into the corner.” 

“What for?” 

“Into the corner!" she repeated threateningly. 

“Which corner?” 

Without answering, she gave me such a look 
that I completely lost all sense of what I was doing 
or what she wanted me to do. In the icon corner 
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stood a round table containing a vase filled with 
sweet-scented dried flowers and grasses. In another 
comer stood a trunk covered with a rug. A bed 
occupied the third corner while the fourth was taken 
up by the door. 

“I don’t know what you want me to do,” I said, 
with a desperate effort to understand. 

She sank into a chair, silently rubbing her brow 
and cheek. 

“Hasn’t grandfather ever stood you in the 
corner?” 

“When?” 

“At any time,” she cried impatiently, striking 
the table twice. 

“No, not that I remember.” 

“Don’t you know that it is a punishment—to be 
stood in the corner?”,, 

“No. "Why is il a punishment?” 

“Dear me!” site said with a Bigh. “Come here.” 

“Why are you shouting at me?” I asked, 
coming over. 

“Why do you make a point of inuring up the 
poem?” 

I explained to the best of ray ability that when 
I shut my eyes I remembered the poem as it was 
written, but when I said it out loud, other words 
came out. 

“Aren’t you just making that up?” 
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I swore I was not, but immediately I began to 
wonder whether I was or not. Suddenly, taking my 
time. I recited the poem without a mistake. That 
amazed and overwhelmed me. 

I felt my face (lushing, my ears burning. I stood 
there in front of my mother consumed with shame, 
and through my tears I could see her face darken 
with disappointment, her lips tighten, her brows 
lower. 

“What does that mean?” she asked in a strange 
voice. “So it seenu you actually did make it up!” 

“I don’t know. I had no intention to.. . 

“You’re a hard person to deal with.” she said, 
lowering her head. “Go away.” 

She began to give me more and more poems 
to learn, but my mind refused to absorb them. The 
desire to distort these rhythmic lines and to fit dif¬ 
ferent words into them grew more viciously intense. 
I had no trouble in doing this—the unwelcome 
words came to my mind in droves, quickly substi¬ 
tuting themselves for the required ones. Often whole 
lines refused to be captured by my visual memory 
however much I tried. One plaintive verse—by 
Prince Vyazemsky it seems—caused me particular 
trouble. 

’Til late at night from early morn. 

Old folks and orphans and widows 
Beg for a crust ’neath the windows. 


16—1160 


241 



I always left out the third line: 

Stretch out their hands and in voices forlorn. 

In exasperation my mother lold my grandfather 
about my freaks of memory. 

“Spoiled, that’s what he is!” he said angrily. 
“There’s nothing wrong with his memory; knows 
all the prayers bcUer than me. His memory’s like 
stone—once a thing’s cut into it, it’s there [or good. 
Try giving him a licking!” 

My grandmother confirmed his opinion. 

“He remembers fairy tales and songs, and songs 
be the same as poetry.” 

All this was true, and I felt that I was to blame, 
but os soon as I undertook the learning of a poem, 
other words would come crawling out like a flock 
of roaches and line themselves up: 

Night and morning, to our gale, 

Cripples, orphans, come and wait. 

Wait and whine and beg for bread. 

Take it to Petrovna’s shed. 

Sell it for her cows, and then, 

Wallow drunken in the glen. 


At night as I lay alongside of my grandmother, 
I would tell her all I remembered from the books 
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and all that 1 myself made up. Sometimes she would 
laugh, hut mostly she reproved me. 

“Just see what you can do if you want! But 
you hadn’t ought to make fun of beggars. Christ 
was a beggar, and so wore all the saints.” 

I replied by muttering: 

Beggars I hale. 

And grandfather loo, 

So help me God, 

What can I do 
To escape my fate, 

And grandfather’s rod? 

“May your tongue wither at the roots, you 
wicked boy!” exclaimed grandmother. “What if your 
grandfather hears it?” 

“Let him!” 

“Why ever should you be a-worrying of your 
poor mother? Hard enough it is for her without 
you making it worse,” coaxed grandmother gently. 

“Why is it hard for her?” 

“Hold your longue! It’s not for you to under¬ 
stand such things!” 

“I know it’s grandfather that... 

“Hold your tongue I tell you!” 

I was unhappy almost to the point of despair, 
but for some reason I wanted to hide the fact. And 
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so I became bold and unruly. My mother’s lessons 
increased and became more difficult. I had no 
trouble with arithmetic, hut I could not bear lo write 
and understood nothing about grammar. The thing 
which oppressed me above everything else was the 
knowledge that my mother was so miserable living 
in my grandfather’s house. She became more gloomy 
with every day, looking upon everyone with alien 
eyes and sitting for hours at the window gazing into 
the garden, seeming to wither away. The first few 
days after her arrival she was quick and full of life, 
but now there were dark circles under her eyes and 
she neglected her appearance, going about the whole 
day long in a wrinkled, unbuttoned blouse without 
combing her hair. It hurl me to see her so unattrac¬ 
tive, she who always should have been neat und 
clean and beautiful, the most beautiful person in 
the world. 

During our lessons she stared past me at the 
wall or through the window, asking her questions 
in a tired voice and forgetting to listen to the 
answers. She had become very irritable and often 
shouted at me. This also hurt my feelings: a mother 
should he more just than other people, like the 
mothers in fairy tales. 

One day I said to her: 

‘'Are you unhappy with us?” 

“Get on with your work,” she replied sharply. 
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I also observed that my grandfather was pre¬ 
paring lo do something which frighlcned my grand¬ 
mother and my mother. Often he would lode himself 
up with my mother in her room and screech like 
shepherd Nikanor’s horrible wooden whistle. On 
one such occasion my mother shouted so loud as lo 
he heard throughout the house: 

“That will never be, never!” 

She slammed the door and my grandfather 
howled. 

Thai was in the evening. My grandmother was 
silling in the kitchen making grandfather a shirt 
and muLtering under her breath as she sewed. When 
the door slammed she listened, and then said: 

“Oh Lord, she’s gone to the tenants!” 

Suddenly my grandfather rushed into the 
kitchen, struck my grandmother over the head, 
and hissed as he nursed his stinging hand: 

‘'When you going to learn lo hold your longue, 
you old witch?” 

“It’s a fool you be," answered my grandmother 
calmly, adjusting hor hair. “Think you’re going to 
get me to 'hold my longue? You can he sure I’ll 
always be telling her anything I find out about 
your scheming... 

He threw himself at her and began to pummel 
her head. Grand-molhcr made no resistance, but kept 
saying: 
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‘‘Go ahead and beat me, you fool! Harder, 
harder!” 

From the bunk where I was sitting I began 
throwing pillows and blankets and bools at him, 
but in his rage my grandfather did not notice it. 
•Grandmother fell on the floor, and there lie kicked 
her head until he himself stumbled and fell, over¬ 
turning a pail of water. He jumped up, spitting 
and sputtering. With a wild glance around, he ran 
out of the kitchen and up to his room in the attic. 
Grandmother got up with a groan, sat down on 
the bench, and began straightening out her tangled 
hair. I jumped down off the bunk on the stove. 

“Gather up these pillows and things and put 
them back on the stove,” she said angrily. “A fine 
thing to go throwing the pillows about! Learn to 
be minding your own business! And that old devil 
going off his head like that loo!” 

Suddenly she let out a little cry, frowned, and 
called me over. 

“Look here,” she said, lowering her head. “What 
is it hurls so here?” 

I lifted her heavy hair and discovered that a 
hairpin had been driven into her scalp. I pulled it 
out and found another. I went weak all over. 

“I better call mother,” I said. “I’m afraid.” 

"What you saying—-‘I’ll call mother!”’ she 
cried with a wave of her hand. “Thank the 
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Lord she didn’t see or hear it, and you’ll be calling 
her! Get out of here!” 

With' the deft fingers of a Iacemaker, she herself 
began feeling through her heavy black mane for the 
imbedded hairpins. Gathering all my courage, I 
helped her pull out two more. 

“Docs it hurt?” 

“Not specially. Tomorrow I’ll heat up the 
bathhouse and wash all the hurt away. But don’t 
you go telling your mother he beat me, pigeon- 
widgeon,” she coaxed tenderly. “They’re angry 
enough with each other as it is. You won’t, now, 
will you?” 

“No.” 

“Don’t forget! Now let’B straighten up here. 
Can you see anything on my face? No? That’s good. 
So everything’s neat as daisies.” 

She began to wipe up the floor, and I said from 
the bottom of my heart: 

“You’re like one of the saints—they beat you 
aud torture you, and you don’t pay any attention 
to it.” 

“What nonsense is that! A saint! A fine place 
to go looking for a saint!” 

She kept on muttering as she crawled about on 
all fours, while I sal on the doorstep figuring out 
how I could pay back my grandfather for what 
he had done. 
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Tliis was the first time he had shown such 
violence to grandmother in my presence. There in 
the twilight I seemed to see his red face with the 
red hair waving about it. My heart was burning with 
indignation, and I suffered from the inability to 
think up a filling revenge. 

Two days later, on entering his room in the 
nllir, I found him silting on the floor in front of 
an open chest going through some papers. On a 
chair beside him lay his favourite calendar of saints 
—twelve sheets of heavy grey paper divided into 
squares for the days of the month, with figures of 
the saints in the squares. My grandfather prized this 
calendar highly, allowing me to look at it only on 
those rare occasions when he was particularly 
pleased with me. And I always contemplated those 
attractive little grey figures with a peculiar emotion. 
I knew the lives of some of them: Kirik and Ulila, 
Varvara-the-Martyr, Panteleimon, and many others. 
I was especially moved by the sad life of Alexei, 
Man-of-God, and the splendid verses about him 
which my grandmother often recited to me with 
deep feeling. When you looked at these hundreds of 
saints, it brought the quid consolation that there 
had always been martyrs. 

But now I decided to cut up this calendar, and 
when grandfather went over to the window to read 
a blue paper embossed with eagles, I grabbed up 
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several sheets, quickly jran downstairs, took the 
scissors from grandmother’s table, climbed up on 
the stove and began culling off the heads of the 
sainls. When I had decapitated one row, my heart 
was touched with pity for them, so I began to 
merely cut along Lho lines dividing the sheet into 
squares. Before I had cut up the following line my 
grandfather appeared on the doorstep. 

“Who gave you permission to lake the cal¬ 
endar?” be asked. 

Suddenly he caught sight of the little squares 
scattered over the hunk. He grabbed them up, pcerod 
at them, discarded them for others, and when he 
realized what was happening, his jaw clamped, his 
beard began to quiver, and he breathed so hard that 
the papers went flying, 

“What have you done!” he shouted at last, 
yanking ine off the stove by the leg. I somersaulted 
into the air, but my grandmother caught me. 

“i’ll kill you!” shrieked my grandfather, pum- 
meling both me and my grandmother. 

Suddenly my mother appeared and I found 
myself in the corner with her in front of me. 

“Stop this nonsense!” she cried as she warded 
off grandfather’s blows. “Come to your senses!” 

“I’m done for,” wailed my grandfather, sinking 
down on the bench by the window. “You’re all 
against me—all of you!” 
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“You should be ashamed of yourself for putting 
on such a show!” came my mother’s low voice. 

Grandfather shouted and kicked the bench, his 
eyes tight closed and his beard pointing ridiculously 
toward the ceiling. It seemed to me that lie really 
was ashamed of the show he was putting on in the 
presence of my mother, and that was why he closed 
his eyes. 

“I’ll paste these pieces together on some calico 
and the calendar will be better than ever—stronger,” 
said mother as she straightened out the sheets of 
paper. “See, they’re all wrinkled and worn and fall¬ 
ing to pieces.” 

She spoke to him in the same tone she used 
during our lessons when I did not understand. 
Suddenly grandfather got up, straightened his shirt 
and his vest with great importance, cleared his 
throat, and said: 

“See that you paste them together today. I shall 
bring you tire other sheets.” 

He went to the door, but turned at the threshold. 

“IJc deserves a licking!” fie said, shaking a 
crooked finger at me. 

“Yes, he does,” agreed my mother. “Why did 
you ever do such a tiling?” site asked, bending 
over me. 

“I did it on purpose. If he ever beats grand¬ 
mother again, I’ll cut his beard off!” 
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Grandmother, who was in the act of taking off 
her torn blouse, shook her head. 

“It’s holding your longue you should be, like 
you promised!” she said, spitting in disgust. “May 
it swell up so’s it can’t go wagging any more!” 

Mother glanced at her, then turned to me. 

“When did he beat her?” she asked. 

“Have some shame on you, Varvara, asking him 
about such things! It’s none of your business!” 

“Ah, mother, you blessed creature!” cried my 
own mother, embracing her warmly. 

“Hm, a fine sort of a mother for you! Here, let* 
me go....” 

They looked at each other in silence for a min¬ 
ute, then moved apart. My grandfather could be 
•heard moving about in the entranceway. 

From the very first day of her arrival, my 
mother was friendly with the gay wife of the army 
man, and went to visit her almost every evening. 
There she met people from the Betleng’s house— 
pretty young girls and brave officers. My grand¬ 
father did not like this, and often as ho sat over his 
supper in the kitchen ho would shake his spoon in 
their direction and grumble: 

“Another parly on, curse them! There’ll he no 
sleeping the night through!” 

Soon lie asked the tenants to move, and when 
they had gone he brought two loads of odd furniture 
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from somewhere, placed il in the empty apartment, 
and locked the door. 

“Don’t need those tenants any more—going to 
he entertaining guests myself from now on.” 

And on Sunday the guests began to arrive. 
Among them were grandmother’s sister, Matryona 
Ivanovna, a noisy, large-nosed laundress wearing a 
striped silk dress and u golden scarf on her head. 
With her came her two sons, Vasili, a draughtsman, 
long-haired and dressed in grey—a jolly, good- 
^laturcd fellow; and Victor, who had a horsy head 
and a narrow face sprinkled with freckles. While lie 
was taking off his rubbers out in die cnlrancewuy I 
heard him piping like a clown: 

“Andrei-papa, Andrei-papd.,..” 

This surprised and frightened me. 

Uncle Yakov came with his guitar. He also 
brought along a quiet, bald-headed, one-eyed watch¬ 
maker, dressed in a long black coat that made him 
look like a monk. lie always sal smiling in llie 
corner with his head tipped to one side, and one 
finger supporting his cloven, clean-shaven chin. He 
was dark, and his one eye gazed at everyone with 
particular intensity. Ho spoke little and constantly 
repeaLed the same phrase: 

“Please not to trouble yourself—it’s all the 
same... 
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When I first saw him I suddenly remembered 
the time, long ago (we were still living on Novaya 
Street), when I had heard the drums beating 
ominously out in the road and seen a high black 
cart surrounded by soldiers and people move from 
the jail to the puhlic square. On a bench in the 
cart sat a man with a round cap on his head and 
chains on his hands that jingled with the swaying 
of his body. A black sign hung about his neck with 
something written on it in large white leLters. The 
man’s head hung down as though he were read¬ 
ing it.... 

‘This is my son,” said my mother, introducing 
me to the watchmaker, but I edged away in fright, 
holding my hands behind ray back. 

“Please not to trouble yourself,” he said, 
stretching his mouth to his right ear in a frightful 
way. Catching me by the belt, he yanked me toward 
him and whirled me about with a quick, deft move¬ 
ment. 

“He’s all right, a sturdy chap.” he said in ap¬ 
probation as he let me go. 

I look up my position in a leather armchair 
large enough to sleep in. Grandfather always boasted 
that this chair had belonged to Prince Gruzinsky. 
From the corner I observed with what an effort the 
grownups Iried to be jolly and how strangely and 
suspiciously the watchmaker changed his facial ex- 
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pressions. His face was thin and greasy, all melted 
and running. When he smiled, his thick lips shifted 
to llie right and his little nose moved like a dum¬ 
pling in a slew. His large, protruding ears also 
moved, now rising ulong with the hrow ubove his 
one eye, now sliding Loward his cheekbones, and it 
seemed to me that if he so desired, he could fold 
them over his nose like hands. Sometimes with a 
sigh he would stick out his dark little longue, as 
round as a pestle, drawing circles with it to moisten 
his thick, oily lips. I found this more surpris¬ 
ing than amusing, and could not tuke my eyes 
off him. 

The guests drank tea with rum, which smelled 
like burnt onions. They also drank grandmother's- 
liqueurs, which were golden, or green, or dark os 
tar. They ale seasoned varenets and honey cakes 
with poppy seeds. They swelled and sweated and 
praised my grandmother. When they had had their 
fill they sat back in their chairs, flushed and bloated, 
and lazily asked Uncle Yakov to play for them. 

He bent over his guitar and strummed it as he 
sang in his unpleasant voice. 

Oh, we lived as be.sl wc could, 

Lots of noise, but little good. 

Co-frame the lady from Kazan, 

Looking for another man.,.. 
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I found this a very sad song, and my grand¬ 
mother said: 

“Sing something else, Yakov—a true kind of 
song. Remember the songs they used to sing, 
Molrya?” 

“There’s a new style in songs these days, my 
dear,” said the laundress with an impressive rustle 
of her dress. 

My uncle stared at my grandmother through 
hulf-closed eyes as Lhough she were far away, and 
continued plucking out his gloomy tune and singing 
his ugly words. 

My grandfather was carrying on a secret con¬ 
versation with the watchmaker, demonstrating some¬ 
thing with his fingers. The latter lifted hiB brow, 
glanced in my mother’s direction, nodded, and a 
subtle change spread over his liquid face. 

Mother was sitting with the Sergeyevs os usual, 
speaking to Yasili in a quiet, serious voice. 

“Hm-m. Have to think about that,” he said with 
a sigh. 

Victor gave a well-fed smile, shuffled his feet, 
and suddenly began to sing in a tbin voice: 

“Andrei-papa, Andrei-papn... 

Everyone slopped talking and glanced at him. 

“Ho got that from the theayter,” explained his 
mother proudly. “They sing that in the theayter.” 

There were two or three such evenings, memor-. 
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able for their insufferable boredom. Then one Sun¬ 
day the watchmaker put in his appearance at noon, 
just after late mass. I was silling in my mother’s 
room helping her unravel an old beaded embroidery 
when the door was suddenly flung open and grand¬ 
mother's frightened face appeared jusL long enough 
to whisper: 

“Varya, he’s come!" 

My mother did not sLarl or move a muscle. A 
minute later the door opened again and my grand¬ 
father said solemnly: 

“Dress yourself and come along. Vurvara!’’ 

“Where to?” asked nty mother withouL glancing 
at him and without gelling up. 

“Come along, and God bless you. Don’t start 
arguing. He’s a steady man, a master at his job. 
and he’ll make a good father for Alexei....” 

Grandfather spoke with unwonted importance 
and kept stroking his thighs with his hands, while 
his elbows quivered as though his arms wanted 
to stretch forward and he was struggling to keep 
them back. 

“I have already told you that that would never 
be,” said my mother calmly. 

Grandfather strode over to her with his arms 
ahead of him like a blind man, 

“Come along or I’ll drag you along—by the 
hairl” he shouted hoarsely, bristling all over. 



‘'You'll drag me?” said my mother rising. Her 
face was white and her eyes narrowed menacingly. 
Quickly she began to Lake olF her skirl .and blouse. 
When she remained in only her petticoat, she said 
to my grandfather: 

‘‘AH right, drag me along!” 

He bured his teeth and shook his list. 

‘'Put on your clothes, Varvara!” 

My mother pushed hirn away and went to 
die door. 

“Well, are you coming?” she cried. 

“I’ll disown you!” hissed my grandfather. 

“Pm not afraid. Well?” 

She opened the door, but he grabbed the hem 
of her slip and fell on his knees. 

“You’ll come to an awful end, Varvara, you ehe- 
devil! Don’t^ disgrace me. Mother! Mother!” ho 
wailed. 

Grandmother had already barred mother’s way 
and was shooing her hack into the room like a 
chicken. 

“You fool of a Varka!” she muttered. “Get back, 
you shameless wench!” 

When she had her back in the room, she pul die 
hook on the door and turned 10 my grandfather. 
With one hand she raised him off the floor, while 
she shook tire other at him menacingly. 

“O-o-o, you old devil, you senseless creature!” 
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She sal him down on the couch like a rag doll 
wilh his head Hopping and his mouth hanging open. 

“Gel into your clothes, you!” she shouted at my 
mother. 

“I won’t go out to him, do you hear?” said my 
mother as she picked up her clothes. 

Grandmother pushed me off the couch. 

“Go bring a dipper ol water, quick.” 

She spoke almost in a whisper, hut calmly and 
imperiously. I ran out inLo the enlraneeway, from 
where I could hear someone walking slowly up and 
down in the front room. 

“Tomorrow I’m leaving!” I heard my moth¬ 
er say. 

I went into the kitchen and sal down at the 
window as in a dream. 

My grandfather sniffled and groaned, my grand¬ 
mother muttered under her breath, then a door 
slammed and all was quiet and terrifying. Suddenly 
remembering what I had been sent for, I dipped up 
some water and went out into the enlraneeway. 
From the front of the house appeared the watch¬ 
maker with drooping head, stroking his fur cap and 
making hoarse sounds. He was followed by my 
grandmother with her hands crossed on her stomach, 
bowing and saying quietly: 

“You yourself can understand—no forcing a 
person to like you.” 
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He stumbled through the door and out into the 
yard, while grandmother crossed herself tmd stood 
there trembling all over, laughing or crying—I 
couldn’t make out which. 

“What’s the mailer?” I asked, running over 
to her. 

She snatched the dipper out of my hands, wet¬ 
ting my feet and crying: 

“How far did you go Lo fetch this water? Lock 
the door!” 

She went back into my mother's room, and I 
into the kitchen, from where I could hear them 
groaning and sighing and muttering, as though they 
were pushing n weight beyond their strength from 
one place to another. 

Il was a fine day with long rays of winter sun 
coming through the frosted panes of die two win¬ 
dows. The table was laid for dinner, and shone with 
pewter dishes as well as with the decanters contain¬ 
ing golden kvass and grandfather’s vodka, green 
from die wort and cowslip added for flavour. 
Through a thawed circle of windowpane I caught a 
glimpse of the dazzling snow on the roofs and the 
sparkling silver caps of fence posts and birdhouses. 
My captured birds played in sun-flooded cages 
hanging from the window frames: the tame chaf¬ 
finches chirped merrily, the bullfinches chattered, 
while the goldfinch trilled a song. But the music and 
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brightness of this silvery day brought me no joy. 
The day was unwanted. Everything was unwanted. 
I would have sel the birds free, but just as I was 
taking down the cages my grandmother came bus¬ 
tling into the kitchen, slapping herself on the thighs 
and crying as she ran to the stove: 

“Curses on all of you, devil lake you! Ah, what 
an old fool you are, Akulina!” 

She took the pirog out of the oven, struck the 
burnt crust with her fingers, and spat in vexation. 

“Burnt to a cinder! There’s warming it up for 
you! Phooh, demons, the whole bunch of you—may 
you blow up and float away! What you sitting there 
goggling at, you owl! I’d like to smash the lot of 
you like cracked jugs!” 

She began to cry, turning the pirog from side 
to side, tapping the dry crust, watering it with 
enormous tears. 

My mother and grandfather came into the 
kitchen, and she flung the ruin on the table, causing 
the dishes to rattle. 

“Just sec what’s happened, all on account of 
you, devil take you!” 

My mother, now in a calm and merry mood, 
embraced her and coaxed her to forget it. Grand¬ 
father looked tired and wrinkled as he took his place 
at the table, tied his napkin around his neck, squint¬ 
ed his swollen eyes in the sun, and muttered: 
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“All right, forget il! We’ve tasted pirog before. 
The Lord's a biL of a miser—pays for years in 
minutes and doesn’t believe in interest. Sit down. 
Varya ... forget it!” 

It was ns though his mind Imd been touched. 
All during the dinner he talked about God and ihe 
impious Ahab and llie trials and tribulations 
of being a father. Grandmother angrily interrupt¬ 
ed him: 

“Go ahead and eat and don’t talk so much.” 
she said. 

Mother laughed, her clear eyes shining. 

“Well, were you frightened a while ago?" she 
asked as she gave me a nudge. 

. I had noL been very much frightened, but now 
I felt uneasy and could not understand what had 
happened. 

They ale much and long, as wus usual on Sun¬ 
days. It was difficult to believe that these were the 
same people who half an hour ago had been shout¬ 
ing at each other on the verge of a fight, sobbing 
and seething with anger. Nor could I believe that 
all this had been serious or had cost them any effort. 
I had become used to their crying and shouting and 
the scenes which flared up so often and died down 
so quickly. I no longer took them to heart as I had 
at first. 

Long afterwards l came to understand that Rus- 
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sians, as a result of tic poverty and dullness of 
their lives, sought diversion in grief, playing it up 
like children, and rarely feeling ashamed of their 
misfortunes. 

When life is monotonous, even grief is a wel¬ 
come event, even a fire is diversion. 

A wart is adornment to a vacuous face. 

XI 

After this incident, my mother became strong 
and erect and the head of the household, while my 
grandfather became quiet and unobtrusive, not at 
all like himself. 

He almost never left the house, silting alone in 
the attic reading a mysterious book called “Notes 
Written by My Father.” He kept this book in his 
strongbox under lock and key, and I had often 
observed that before taking it out, he always washed 
his hands. The book was small and thick and bound 
in tan leather. On the bluish title page was the fol¬ 
lowing inscription in faded ink: 

“To the honourable Vasili Kashirin with the 
fondest regards and gratitude.” 

It was signed by a strange name ending in a 
flourish representing a bird in flight. My grand- 
father would carefully open the heavy leather cover, 
put on his silver-framed spectacles, and gaze for 
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long at this inscription as he twitched his nose to 
adjust his glasses. More than once I asked him what 
the book was. but he always answered impressively: 

‘‘That is not for you to know. Just wait a bit 
—when I die I’ll leave it to you, and my racoon 
coat loo.” 

He began to speak less often and more gently 
to my mother, and when she spoke he would listen 
attentively, muttering and making little gestures 
with his hand and blinking his eyes like Uncle 
Pyotr. 

His trunks were full of many extraordinary 
costumes: brocaded skirts, satin vests, cloth-of-gold, 
sarafani, kiki and kokoshniki * ornamenLed with 
pearls, bright kerchiefs and scarfs, heavy Mordovian 
necklaces and beads of varicoloured stones. He 
brought all this into my mother’s room and spread 
it over the table and chairs. When my mother ad¬ 
mired the finery, ho said: 

“In my day, people dressed ever so much richer 
and finer than nowadaysl The clothes were richer, 
but people lived simpler and more friendly. But I 
suppose there’s no going back! Try them on—dress 
yourself up... 

One day mother went into the next room and 

* Sarafani —long, sleeveless dresses; kiki and kokosh- 
ni/ci —headdresses.— Trans. 
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returned wearing a dark blue sarafan embroidered 
in gold, and a pearl headdress. 

“Does it please your grace?” she said, bowing 
low to my grandfather. 

Grandfather gasped, beamed all over, and 
walked around her waving his arms and muttering 
indistinctly, us in a dream: 

“Ah, Varvara, if only you were rich and there 
were decent people around!” 

My mother hud taken up her quarters in the 
two rooms at the front of the house, and she often 
entertained guests. Most frequent were the Maximov 
brothers: Pyotr, a huge, handsome officer with a 
large blond beard and blue eyes—the same in whose 
presence grandfather had given me a beating that 
time for spitting on the old gentleman’s head; 
Yevgeni, who was also tall, but pale and long-leg¬ 
ged, with a pointed little black beard. He had eyes 
like sloes and always wore a green uniform with 
gold buttons and gold insignia on his narrow 
shoulders. He had the habit of Lossing back his long, 
wavy hair from his high forehead and smiling con¬ 
descendingly. He was forever telling something in a 
husky voice, crawling up on whatever he bad to say 
with the inevitable plirases: 

“You see, the way I look at it...." 

My mother would listen to him with half-closed 
eyes, often interrupting him with a laugh: 
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“You’re still a child, Yevgeni Vasilyevich, if 
you’ll forgive my saying so... 

“Thai’s what—a child!” the large officer would 
corroborate, with a slap on the knee for emphasis. 

The Christmas holidays passed in noisy mer¬ 
riment. Almost every evening my mother and her 
friends dressed up in fancy cosLutnes and went 
visiting. Mother's costume was always the finest. 

Every lime the gay company went oul the gale, 
the house seemed to sink into the earth; everything 
became dull nnd alarmingly quiet. Grandmother 
moved through the rooms like an old goose tidying 
up, while grandfather stood warming his back at the 
tile stove and muttering to himself: 

“Well, all right, let her have her own way.. .. 
We’ll see what’ll come of it.. . 

After the Christmas holidays mother look me 
and Sasha, Uncle Mikhail’s son, to school. Sasha’s 
father had married a second time, and his stepmother 
had taken an immediate dislike to him. She heat him 
so often that grandmother insisted on grandfather’s 
taking him to live with us. We attended school for 
about a mouth. Of all I was taught during that time 
I can remember only one thing—that when asked 
what my name was, it was not sufficient to answer: 

“Pcshkov.” 

I had to say: 

“My name is Peshkov.” 
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Nor could I say to the Leather: 

“Don’t you go shouting at me, mister. I’m not 
afraid of you,.. 

I immediately disliked school. My cousin, on 
the other hand, liked it from, the very start and 
made many friends. But one day he happened 
to fall asleep during the lesson and cried out in 
his sleep: 

“No 1 wo-on’t!” 

When he woke up, he asked permission to leave 
the classroom, for which the other boys leased him 
mercilessly. The next day, on reaching the gully 
at the Sennaya Square on our way to school, he 
stopped and said: 

“You go on without me. I’m not going to school 
today. I’d rather go for a walk.” 

He squatted down, buried his hooks in the snow, 
and went away. It was a bright January day with 
the whole world glittering with sunlight. I envied 
my cousin, but grit my teeth and went on for 
mother’s sake. Naturally the hooks Sasha had 
buried in the snow weTe stolen, so that he had real 
reason for not going to school on the following day. 
On the third, my grandfather found out about his 
truancy. 

Both of us were put on trial: behind the kitchen 
table sat my grandfather, my grandmother, and 
my mother for the cross-examination. I remember 
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the funny answer Sasha gave to my grandfather’s 
question: 

“How is it you never reached the schoolhouse?” 

“I forgot where it was,” he said, looking my 
grandfather straight in the face with his timid eyes. 

‘‘You forgot?” 

“Yes. I looked and looked for it_” 

“You should have followed Alexei; he remem¬ 
bered.” 

“I lost sight of him." 

“Of Alexei?” 

“Yes.” 

“How could you do that?” 

Sasha thought a moment, then answered with a 
sigh: 

“There was a blizzard—I couldn’t see anything.” 

Everybody laughed, because the weather had 
been clear and sunny. Sasha also gave a faint smile, 
hut my grandfather bared his teeth and said sar¬ 
castically: 

“Couldn’t you have held onto his hand or his 
bell?” 

“I did, but the wind tore me loose.” 

He spoke slowly and hopelessly; I felt uncom¬ 
fortable listening to that clumsy, useless lying and 
could not understand his stubbornness. 

They gave us a licking and hired an old retired 
fireman with a twisted arm to escort us to school. 
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He was to see that Sasha did not wander from the 
path to knowledge. But all was in vain. When we 
reached the gully oil the following day, my cousin 
look oft' one of Ids fell hoots and hurled il to the 
left, he took off like other and hurled iL to the right, 
and made off across the square in his stocking feel. 
The old man gasped and set out after the hoots. 
When he had found them, he led me home in fright. 

All day long my mother and grandmother 
searched the town for the runaway, finding him that 
evening in Chirkov’s saloon near the monastery, 
entertaining the public by dancing for them. They 
brought him home and did nol even beat him, so 
overwhelmed were they by the boy’s persistent 
silence. He lay beside me on the hunk kicking his 
feet in the air and saying quietly: 

“My stepmother doesn’t love me, my father 
doesn’t love me, my grandfather doesn’t love me. 
Why should I go on living with them? I’ll find out 
from grandmother where the robbers live and run 
away to them. Then you’ll all be sorry! Let’s go 
together, shall we?” 

I could nol run away with him. At that time I 
had another aim in life—to become un officer with 
a great, blond beard—and so it was necessary to 
study. When I told my cousiu my plan he thought 
for a moment, then gave his approval. 

“That’s good too. When you’re an officer I’ll be 
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chic! of the robbers and you’ll have to catch me. 
One of us’Il kill the other, or else lake him prisoner. 
I wouldn't kill you for anything.” 

“Neither would I you,” 

On that wo concluded our discussion. 
Grandmother came in, crawled up on the stove 
and began to Lalk to us. 

“Well, little mice? Ah, my little orphans, my 
little sprouts!” 

In her deep sympathy for us, she began to 
denounce Sasha’s stepmother, fat AunL Nadezhda, 
daugliler of an innkeeper. This led her to denounce 
all stepmothers and stcpfaLhcrs, and this in turn led 
her to tell us the story of die wise hermit Ion who, 
while still a lad, brought bis stepmother before the 
judgment seat of God. His father, fisherman on 
Beloe Lake: 

—Was undone by a vixenish wife. 

With ale she enlierd him lo drunkenness. 

With a potion she drugged him to sleepiness , 
Then she placed him, asleep, in an oaken skiff, 

In a narrow skiff, like a coffin bed. 

She herself took the oars wrought of maple wood , 
To ihe depths of the lake did she row with him. 
Where the water ran blooding and loivering. 

A trailing the deed of the shameless one. 

There she leaned from, the skiff and unbalanced it, 
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Overturned it, with none to be wit of it. 

Like a stone sank her husband in waters deep. 
While his wife quickly swam to the forest shore. 
There she jell on the earth, wailing bitterly. 
Feigning to grieve for the loss of him. 

Him she had murdered so cruelly. 

Hearkened the people and pitied her. 

Wept at her plight, at her widow's lot. 

Alas, thou art young to be widowed so. 

Bitter and black thy unhappiness. 

But the hand of the Lord rules the lives of us. 
And ’tis He who doth order the death of us. 

It was only her stepson, lonushka, 

Who believed not. the tears of his mdehekha * 
Softly he whispered rebuke to her. 

Holding his hand on the heart of her: 

Oh, thou woman of subtlety, 

Bird-oJ-the-night, full of treachery; 

Nor believe 1 thy tears, shed so lavishly; 

The heart in thy breast beats too joyously. 

Let us turn to the heavenly judgment seat. 

To the Lord and the powers of holiness: 

And let one oj us take up a whetted knife. 

And hurtle it heavenward forcefully: 

If I be to blame—I shall be slain; 

If thou be to blame—thou shah be slain. 

* Stepmother,— Trans. 
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Slowly his mdche.kha turned to him, 

Glanced with a hate-flashing countenance. 

Now on her jcet standing steadily. 

Made she retort to him vengefully: 

Fool that thou art, born etc thy time, 

Belched from the ivomb of the werewolf! 
What is this talk, of thy fancy bred? 

What are these lies that thy tongue hath 

spread? 

Hearkened the folk who had gathered there. 

Heard that the matter was evil-charged. 

Silent they glanced, heavy-heartedly, 

Softly conferred on the circun is lance. 

Then out-stepped an elderly fisherman. 

Bowed to all sides, to his kindred-men, 

Spoke he these words, each with honour weighed: 
Bring me, good people, the whetted blade. 
Here you shall sec me lake hold of it. 

Into the sky I shall hurtle it. 

Him will it kill who has acted ill. 

Brought they the knife to the ancient one. 

Swung he the blade o'er his hoary head, 

Bird-like it soared in the welkin bright, 

Long did they wait for return of it. 

Waited and gazed in the crystal heights. 

Took off their caps, huddled together. 

Stood there in silence, and silent the night. 

Then o'er the lake came the flush of dawn. 



Flushed too the mdchehha gloatingly , 

But sudden, the knife, like a swallow swift, 

Swept from the sky to the heart of her. 

Down on their Icnces dropped the pious folk , 
Praying to God in humility: 

—Praised he the Lord for His righteousness! 
Then to Ion came the fisherman , 

Led him away to a hermitage , 

Far away on the river called Kerzhenets, 

Near the fabulous city of Kilcsh.. . .* 

On the nexl day I woke up covered with red 
spots. This was the beginning of a siege of smallpox. 

I was put up in the back attic, where for a long lime 
I lay blind, my arms and legs tied down with wide 
strips of bandage, enduring horrible nightmares. 
As a result of one of them I nearly periled. The 
only visitor I had was my grandmother, who fed me 
from a spoon like an infant and told me endless 
tales and legends. One evening when I was well on 
the xoad to recovery, so that my arms and legs were 
unbound, though I still wore mittens to keep me 
from scratching my face, my grandmother did not 
come at the usual time, and this alarmed me. Sud- 

+ In the town of Kolyupanovka, Tambov gubernia, 
Borisoglebsky nyezd, I heard another version, according to 
which the knife kills the stepson who slandered his step¬ 
mother. 
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denly I seemed to see her lying face down on the 
dusty landing of the attic with her arms widespread. 
Her neck was slashed almost in two, like Uncle 
Pyotr’s, while out of the dusty shadows a large cat 
crept up on her, greedily rolling its huge green eyes. 

I jumped out of bed, smashed the double win¬ 
dow with my feet and shoulder, and threw myself 
into a snowbank under the window. My mother was 
entertaining that evening, so nobody heard me break 
the window, and for some time I lay undiscovered 
in the snow. No hones were broken; I had only 
dislocated my shoulder and cut myself severely on 
the glass, but tbc shock caused me to lose the use 
of my legs. For some three months I was unable 
to walk and lay in my room listening to the growing 
animation in the houso, the frequent slamming of 
doors and the constant coming and going of people. 

Blizzards swept over the roof; the wind raged 
beyond the attic door, wailing funereally in the 
chimney and rattling the shutters. During the day 
I listened to the cawing of the crows, while on quiet 
nights I could hear the dismal howling of wolves 
in distant fields. To the accompaniment of this 
music, my soul matured. Then shyly and quietly, 
but more insistently with every day, the spring came 
glancing through the window with radiant eyes. Cats 
began to scream and howl on the fence, and little 
spring sounds penetrated the walls: the snapping of 
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icicles, the sliding of snow off the roofs, the ringing 
of the bells, whose chiming assumed a solidity it had 
lacked in winter. 

My grandmother came to see me. Of laLc her 
words hud become more often and more strongly 
scented with vodka. She even began to bring a large 
while teapot with her which she would hide under 
my bed, admonishing me with a wink: 

“Don’t you go telling your goblin of a grand¬ 
father, pigeon-widgeon!” 

“Why do you drink?” 

“Shhh! When you grow up you’ll find out.” 

Then she would lake a swallow from, the spout 
of the teapot, wipe her mouth on her sleeve, and 
turn to me with a blissful smile: 

“Well, my fine gentleman, what was it I was 
telling you about yesterday?” 

“About my father.” 

“And where did I leave off?” 

When I had told her, her rhymio speech would 
flow on for hours. 

She herself had begun to tell me about my father 
one day when Bhc was tired and sober and unhappy. 

“I dreamed about your father last uight— 
whistling he was, as he walked through the fields 
with a beech staff in his hand and a spotted dog 
running after him with its tongue a-lolling. For 
some reason Maxim Sawateyevicb’s been visiting me 
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oflen in my dreams of late—looks like Ins soul must 
be wandering about rcsLluss-like... 

For several evenings running she told me about 
my father, stories as interesting as all her ollicrs. 
My father was the son of a soldier who had been 
promoted to the rank of officer and then exiled to 
Siberia for cruelly to his subordinates. Somewhere 
t^ere in Siberia my father was born. He had a hard 
life, and when he was still a child began making 
attempts to run away from home. One day his father 
took a hound and searched the woods for him as 
though he were a rabbit. Another time after finding 
him he began to beat him so mercilessly that the 
neighbours rescued him and hid him away. 

“Do they always beat children?” I asked. 

“Always,” replied my grandmother calmly. 

His mother died when he was very young, and 
when he was nine years old, his father also died. He 
was adopted by his godfather, a carpenter, who 
made him a member of the carpenter’s guild in the 
town of Perm. But my father ran away. At first he 
led the blind about the markets, but when he was 
sixteen he came to Nizhni-Novgorod and began to 
work for a carpenter on the steamboats belonging 
to Kolchin. By the age of twenty he was already a 
qualified cabinetmaker and upholsterer. The shop 
where lie worked was next door to my grandfather’s 
house on Kovalikha Street. 
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“A low fence, and nimble legs,” laughed my 
grandmother. ‘*So there we were, Varya and me, 
picking raspberries in the garden, and all of a sud¬ 
den I looked up and—-lTwwtt!—there’s your father 
over the fence and me scared out of my wits. He 
came walking toward us through the apple trees, a 
giant of a fellow in a white shirt and plush trousers, 
barefoot and hatlcss, with a strap holding buck h^ 
long hair. And what do you think he had come for? 
To ask for your mother’s hand! I’d seen him before 
a few times walking past the window. And whenever 
I saw him I thought to myself, ‘there’s a fine fellow 
for you!’ So when he conies up to me I says, ‘How’s 
thaL you don’t know the right road, my hearty?’ 
Down on his knees he goes. ‘Akulinn Ivanovna,’ he 
says. ‘Here I am, the whole soul of me at your feet. 
And there’s Varya; help us hold a wedding, fox the 
love of Christ.’ Now that was something, I tell you! 
Stunned I was, and speechless. I looked up and 
there’s that vixen of a mother of yours hiding be¬ 
hind an apple tree, red ns a raspberry, and making 
signs to him, her eyes full of tears. ‘Ah, you simple¬ 
ton,’ says I. ‘Better to wither away than start a thing 
like this! Have you gone clean out of your senses, 
Varvara? And as for you, young man, just think 
what you’re doing! Is it for you to bond a birch this 
size?’ Your grandfather wa3 a rich man those days— 
nothing parcelled out to his children yet—owned 
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four houses and money a-plenty, and honoured by 
his fellows. Not long before that they had presented 
him with a uniform and lial all fancied up with gal¬ 
loon for his being nine years head of the workshop. 
Ah, but a proud one lie was those days! So I says 
what I has to say, trembling with fear the while and 
my heart like to burst a-pitying of them, so down- 
hearted they w r as. Then your father up and says, ‘I 
know Vasili Vasilyevich will never he giving me 
Varya of his own free will, so it’s up to me to steal 
her away, and it’s here we’re wanLing your help!’ 
My help, think you! I shoo him away, but he don’t 
budge. ‘You can stone me if you like, but help me 
you must,’ says he. ‘I’ll not give in!’ Here Varvara 
comes up to him and puts her hand on his shoulder 
and says, ‘We’ve been husband and wife for long 
already—since month of May. Only we’re in need! 
of a wedding.’ I collapsed like they had struck me!”' 

Grandmother’s whole body shook with laughter. 
Then she took a pinch of snuff, wiped the tears from 
her eyes, and continued with a happy sigh: 

“You’re too young yet to know the difference 
between being man and wifo and holding a wedding. 
But it’s a dreadful thing when a girl gives birth to a 
child out of wedlock. You just remember that when 
you grow up and never lure a maid into such 
trouble. That’d be a gTcat sin on your soul, leaving 
the maid in misery and the babe without the law. 
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See you don’t forget, now! You must show pity for 
a woman and love her with all your heart, and not 
■just for the pleasure of it. This is a good thing 1 am 
telling you.” 

She fell into a moment’s meditation before she 
pulled herself together and went on with her story. 

“So what was to be done about it? I struck 
Maxim over the head and yanked Varvara by the 
braids, but then he says a sensible thing: ‘Beating 
us won’t undo anything,’ he says, and she puls in. 
‘Better to think up a way out and then beat us.’ So 
I says to him, ‘GoL any money?’ ‘I had some,’ he 
answered, ‘but I spent it all on a ring for Varya.’ 
a All of three rubles?’ ‘No,’ says he, ‘nearly a hun¬ 
dred.’ And in those days things were cheap and 
money was worth a lot. I looked at your mother 
and father standing there—such children they werel 
Such little fools! ‘I hid the ring under a floor board 
so’s you wouldn’t see it,’ says your mother. “We can 
sell it.’ Just like children, weren’t they though? 
Well, however it was, we decided to hold the wed¬ 
ding within the week, and I myself was to fix it up 
with the priest. But oh. how I wept, and my heart 
shivering and shuddering for fear of your grand¬ 
father, and Varvara all a-tremble. Well, we fixed 
everything up. 

“Only an enemy there was of your father—one 
of the master-workmen—a spiteful man. For long 
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he had been keeping his eye on ihem and guessed 
everything. Well, I dressed up my only daughter 
in ike best I had, led her out the gate, and there 
around the comer stood a troika waiting. She 
climbed in, Maxim gave a whistle, and off they went. 
Bade home I came with the tears flowing, and who 
should meet me but this fellow, the scoundrel! ‘I’m 
goodhearted,' says he, ‘and don’t aim to break up 
their happiness. Only I should ask you to let me 
have just filly rubles, Akulina Ivanovna.’ I had no 
money, account I never liked it nor saved it, and 
fool that I he I up and says, ‘I have no money, and 
so I can’t be giving you any!’ Then give me your 
promise,’ says he. ‘My promise? And where shall 
I he getting the money once I promise?’ ‘Is it so 
hard to steal from a rich husband?’ says ho. It’s 
me, the ninny, should have kept him there talking 
for a time, but I spat in his face and went on my 
way. He ran ahead of me into the yard and—what 
a row he raised!” 

She closed her eyes and a faint smile flitted 
across her face. 

‘To this day it’s a fearful thing to remember 
the recklessness that followed. Your grandfather lets 
out a roar like the heastiest beast—a sorry blow it 
was to him! Used to be he’d look at Varvara and 
boast how he’d marry her off to a nobleman, to a 
harm, There’s your nobleman fox you—there’s your 
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Larin! But the Holy Virgin knows better nor us how 
the mating’s to be done. Your grandfalher rushed 
about the yard like he was a-fire. He calls Yakov 
and Mikhail, Klim the coachman, and that freckle¬ 
faced master-workman; I see him lake up a cudgel 
and a weight fustened to a strap, while Mikhail 
takes a gun. Ours were good, spirited horses and our 
buggy a light one. ‘He’ll catch them sure,’ thinks I 
to myself. But here Varvara’s guardian angel sends 
me an enlightenment. I lake a knife and cut the 
harness at the shaft, thinking it will snap on the 
road. And so it did. The shaft swung loose, nearly 
killing your grandfather and Mikhail and Klim. 
But it held them up, so when they reached the 
church Varya and Maxim were standing at the altar 
married already, lhauk the Lord! 

“Well, so our men threw themselves at Maxim, 
but he was a hefty fellow. Maxim—not many’s 
given the strength he had. He hurls Mikhail off the 
altar, damaging his arm, and knocks out Klim, so 
your grandfather and Yakov and that master-work¬ 
man fear to come near him. 

“But Maxim keeps his bead, spite his fury. Tut 
down that cudgel there,’ he says to your grand¬ 
father. ‘I’m a peace-loving fellow and what I’ve 
taken, it’s by the grace of God and no man’s got the 
right to take it away from me. And that’s all I’ll he 
asking of you!’ Our men fell back, and grandfather 
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sits in the buggy and shouts, ‘Farewell, Varvara! 
You’re no longer a daughter of mine, and I never 
want to see you again! It’s all the same to me 
whether you’re alive or dead!’ He came home— 
gave me a beating, gave me a cussing, but I just 
grunted and said nothing: I knew it’d all blow over, 
and what had to be, would be. After that he says to 
me, ‘Look here, Akulina, don’t you forget that your 
daughter’s gone for good—you have no more 
daughter here nor anywheres else, understand?’ 
And I keeps thinking to myself, ‘Co on lying, you 
redhead! Your temper’s fast, but it won’t last.’ ” 
1 listened with bated breath. I was surprised by 
certain parts of her story—grandfather had de¬ 
scribed my mother’s wedding quite differently. He 
had been opposed to the wedding and had not 
allowed my mother into his house afterwards, but 
according Lo bis account, the wedding had not been 
secret and he himself had been present. I hesitated 
to ask grandmother which version was correct 
because I preferred hers, which was more romantic. 
She rocked back and forth as she spoke, increasing 
her movement when she came lo sad or dreadful 
parts, and raising one arm as though warding off a 
blow. Often she would close her eyes, her heavy 
brows trembling and a warm smile playing in the 
wrinkles of her cheeks. Sometimes I was touched by 
the blind way in which she forgave everything, but 
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at other times I wanted to hear her cry out harsh 
words of protest. 

“Well, for the first two weeks or so I had no 
idea where they were, Varya and Maxim, but then 
they sent a little boy to tell me. The next Saturday 
I set out like I was going to vespers, but instead I 
went to see them. They were living far away in the 
wing of a home on Suyetinsky Street All kinds of 
workmen were living in the yard—dirty it was, and 
noisy, but they paid no attention, just went on 
purring and playing together like a pair of happy 
kittens. I brought them some presents—tea and 
sugar and cereals and jam and flour and dried 
mushrooms and some money—don’t remember how 
much—whatever I could steal from your grand¬ 
father—no harm in stealing long’s it’s not for your¬ 
self! But your father would have none of it ‘Is it 
beggars we are?’ he asked, hurt-like. And Varya 
takes up the tune: ‘Now why did you have to bring 
all that slulF, ma?’ I gave it to them all right! ‘It’s 
a God-given mother I am to you, you simp,’ I says 
to him, ‘and a blood mother to you, you little fool! 
Where’s it written you can insult your own mother? 
Onoe you insult your mother here below, you cause 
God’s mother to weep up above!’ So then Maxim 
grabs me up in his arms and carries me around the 
room—even does a jig with me—strong as a bear 
he was! And Varya struts around proud as a 
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peacock of that husband of hers, and starts talking 
grandly about their ‘home’ like an honcsl-to-good- 
ness housewife—split your sides to listen! And the 
vatrushki she served with tea? Break the teeth of a 
wolf! And the cottage cheese? Like so much gravel! 

“So that’s how it goes on for a long time. You 
were about to put in your appearance, and sdll 
grandfather keeps mum—stubborn creature he is. 
the old goblin! I kept on sneaking off to them and 
he knew it, but made believe not to. Nobody in our 
house was allowed to mention Varvara’s name, and 
no one did, nor me either, but all the time I knew 
a fathers heart couldn’t hold out for long. And sure 
enough the time came—one night when a blizzard 
was raging and the wind tearing at the window like 
a pack of wolves, the chimneys screaming, and all 
Hell’s devils turned loose. Your grandfather and me 
were lying there side by side unable to sleep and I 
up and says to him, ‘A dreadful night for the poor,’ 
I says, ‘and still worse for them as has trouble on 
their mind.’ Suddenly grandfather says, fflow they 
getting along?’ ‘Right enough,’ I says. ‘Not had at 
all.’ ‘And who do you think I’m asking about?’ he 
asks. ‘Our daughter Varvara and our son-in-law 
Maxim.’ ‘How did you guess it was about them?’ 
‘Enough of this comedy, father,’ says I. ‘Time to 
quit the game—who’s it making happy?’ He gives 
a big sigh. ‘Ah, you devils you! You little rod 
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devils!’ he says. Then he asks, ‘But what about 
that gawking fool’—meaning your father—‘is he 
sure enough such a fool?’ 'A fool,’ says I, ‘is him 
as does no work and lives at other people’s expense. 
If you’d have a look at your Yakov and Mikhail, 
now—aren’t they the ones to be called fools? 
Who does the work and brings in the money 
in our house? You. And a lot of help you get 
from them!’ Here he starts cursing me ouL, calling 
me a fool and a bitch, and a harpy and a beldam, 
and goodness knows what all! But I say nolhing. 
‘How you ever could he taken in by a fellow as 
nobody knows where he came from or what 
he’s like!’ he says. Still I keep mum until lie’s 
worn out, then I says, ‘You might go have a look 
how they’re getting along. They’re living together 
fine,’ I says. ‘Why should I do them such honour?’ 
says he. ‘Let them come here.’ Well, when he says 
that, I just break down and cry with joy, and he 
starts unbraiding my hair—loved to play with my 
hair, he did. ‘Well, don’t go bawling, old woman,’ 
he mutters. Think I haven’t got a heart at all?’ He 
used to be a good soul, your grandfather, afore he 
got the idea he was smarter than anybody else— 
after that he became mean and stupid. 

“So they oamc to see us—your mother and 
fatheT—on Absolution Sunday. So big they both 
was, so clean and handsome! Maxim stands up there 


284 



next to your grandfather, and your grandfather 
comes just up to his shoulder. ‘Don’t think, Vasili 
Vasilyevich,’ says Maxim, ‘that I’ve come to get a 
dowry. No indeed. I’ve only come to pay my res¬ 
pects to my wife’s father.’ That pleased your grand¬ 
father, and he laughed and says, ‘Alia! So that’s the 
kind of a rascal you arc! Well, enough of this non¬ 
sense. Time you came to live with me.’ Maxim 
frowned. ‘That’s up to Varya,’ he says. ‘Whatever 
she wants—makes no difference to me.’ Then they 
started arguing again—and no slopping them. I kept 
mnking at that father of yours and kicking his foot 
under the table, but he would have his own way! 
Fine eyes he had—clear and bright, and dark brows 
over them. Sometimes he’d pull his browB down 
over his eyes and his face’d become hard as stone 
and then he wouldn’t listen to a soul but me. I loved 
him ever so much more than ray own sons and he 
knew that, and loved me loo. Used to hug me up or 
take me in his arms and carry me around the room 
saying, ‘You’re the only real mother I’ve got—-like 
Mother Earth,’ he’d say. ‘I love you more than I 
do Varvara!’ Your mother was a lively little vixen 
those days. She’d rush at him and shout, ‘How dare 
you say such a tiling, you son of a turnip, you 
cabbage ears!’ And the three of us’d go chasing each 
other round the room, having a grand lime! Happy 
days they were, pigeon-widgeon! He could donee 
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like nobody else too, and knew so many fine songs 
—learned them from blind beggars, and nobody 
can sing like the blind. 

“Well, so they moved into Lhe wing facing the 
garden; that’s where you were born—just at noon. 
Your father comes home to lunch, and there you 
are to greet him. He all but went olT his head with 
happiness, and as for your mother—Ire squeezed her 
up like it was the hardest job in the world to go 
having a baby! He sets me up on his shoulder and 
carries me through the yard to report to your grand¬ 
father the arrival of another grandson. Even grand¬ 
father took to laughing. ‘What a devil you are, Ma¬ 
xim!’ he says. 

“Hut your uncles didn’t like him—he didn’t 
drink, was sharp with his tongue and clever at 
thinking up all kinds of tricks, It’s those tricks were 
his undoing! Once during Lent a high wind sprang 
up, and suddenly there was such a frightful whis¬ 
tling and howling through the house that everybody 
was scared out of their wits. Your grandfather goes 
running around yelling to light all the icon lamps 
and start praying. Then all of a sudden everything 
became dead quiet, and that was more fearful than 
ever. Your Uncle Yakov guessed the truth: That,’ 
he says, ‘will be Maxim’s doing!’ And sure enough, 
Maxim himself told us later how he lined up differ¬ 
ent bottles on the attic window so’s the wind would 
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go howling through. ‘You better watch your step, 
Maxim!’ warned your grandfather, ‘or you’ll be 
getting sent back to Siberia with lhase tricks of 
yours!’ 

‘'Came a winter so cold the wolves crept in 
from the steppes. One day there’s a dog missing, 
the next a horse gels a fright, or a drunken sentry 
is found chewed to death. A lot of trouble they 
made, those wolves! Your father would take his 
gun, put on some skis, and be off in the night. He 
always came hack with a wolf or two. He’d skin 
them and stuff them and put in glass in their eyes 
so’s you couldn’t tell them from live ones. One 
night your Uncle Mikhail goes out to the privy, and 
all of a sudden he comes running back with his eyes 
popping, his hair standing on end, hi3 tongue hang¬ 
ing out so’s he can’t even speak. He gets all twisted 
up in his pants and falls down, gasping, ‘A wolf!' 
Everybody grabs up the first tiling comes to hand 
and runs to the privy. Sure enough, there’s the head 
of a wolf sticking out of the hole. They shoot it and 
bent it, but the wolf stays right where it is. So they 
creeps up on it—nothing but an empty bide with 
a stuffed bead and the front legs nailed to the toilet 
seat! Your grandfather was mighty mad at Maxim 
that time—powerful mad he was! Soon Yakov starts 
joining your father in his tricks. Maxim would 
make a head out of cardboard, paint in the eyes, and 
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nose, and mouth, and stick oil some oakum for hair. 
Then lie and Yakov’d go down the sLreet and poke 
this scarecrow in people’s windows. Naturally the 
neighbours got scared and raised a row. Other times 
they’d dress themselves up iu sheets. Once they 
scared the priest; he ran to the sentry, the sentry 
also got scared and gave the alarm. They were forev¬ 
er pranking it like this and no talking them out of 
it. I told them to quit it and so did Varya, but they 
wouldn’t listen. Maxim would just laugh and say 
what fun it was to see people lose their heads and 
start running account of some idiotic trifle. Just try 
to make him sec sense.... 

“Well, so this mischief nearly finished him. 
Your Uncle Mikhail’s like his father—mean and 
always harbouring a grudge, and he set his aim on 
getting rid of your father. One day, the beginning 
of winter they were returning from a visit—four of 
them—‘Maxim, your uncles, and the deacon (he lost 
his place later for beating a coachman to death). 
They came down Yamskaya Street and got your 
father to go with them to Dukov Pond—like as if 
they wanted to go sliding there. But once they 
reached die pond, they pushed him through a hole 
in the ice—seems I told you about that already... 

“What makes my uncles so wicked?” 

“It’s not thcy’ro wicked,” replied my grand¬ 
mother calmly as she look a pinch of snuff. “They’re 
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jusl stupid. Mishka’s sly ami stupid; while Yakov’s 
just one ol your milksops.... Well, so they push 
him in, and when lie comes up and grabs onto the 
edge of the ice, they stamp on his fingers with their 
Loots. Lucky he was sober and they were drunk. 
Somehow, with God's help he managed to stay in 
the middle of the hole and breathe while they threw 
ice at his head, but hit him they couldn’t and soon 
they went away, figuring he’d drown without their 
help. But he crawled out and ran straight to the 
police—the headquarters is right there on the 
square, yon know. The sergeant knew him and nil 
our family, so he asked how it happened.” 

Grandmother crossed herself and murmured 
gratefully: 

“May the Lord give peace to his soul, the soul 
of Maxim Sawateyevich, righteous man, and well 
deserving! Never a word did he tell Lhc police as 
to what happened. All my fault, he says,—went to 
the pond drunk and fell Lhrougb the hole. But the 
sergeant says he’s lying—he never drinks. They 
rub him down with "vodka there in the station 
house, dress him in dry clothes, wrap him in a fur 
coat and bring hhn home—the sergeant and two 
others. Yakov and Mikhail aren’t home yet—doing 
the saloons to the glory of their parents. Your 
mother and me can hardly recognize Maxim—all 
blue, and his fingers smashed. Bnd the blood run- 
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ning down, and something like snow on his temples, 
only it don’t melt and turns out to he his hair gone 
white. 

“Varvara screams, ‘What have they done to you, 
Maxim?’ The sergeant goes nosing around, asking 
questions, and I feel in my heart things are had. 1 
hook Varvara up with the sergeanL while I try to gel 
the truth out of Maxim. ‘Go find Mikhail and 
Yakov,’ he whispers. ‘Tell them to say wo parted 
company on Yamskaya Street—they went along 
Pokrovka and I turned down Pryadllny. Don’t let 
them mix things up or we’ll be in a bad fix with 
the police.’ I go to grandfather. ‘Keep the sergeant 
company,’ I says, ‘while I go wait for our sons at 
ihc gale.’ And I told him the evil thing as happened. 
He pulls on his clothes, a-trembling and a-mu I tar¬ 
ing: ‘I knew it, I expected something like this would 
happen!’ But that was a lie—he didn’t know a 
thing. Well, I greet ray beloved sons with a good 
box on the ears. Mislika straightaway comes sober 
from fright, but Yakov’s too soaked. ‘I don’t know 
a tiling!’ he garbles. ‘It’s all Mishka’s doings—he’s 
older than me!’ We got the sergeant calmed down 
somehow—he was a good soul! ‘Watch out,’ he 
says. ‘If anything happens now I’ll be sure to know 
who’s to blame!’ And off he goes. Then your grand¬ 
father walks over to Maxim and says, ‘Thank you, 
son. Another one’d have acted different in your 
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place, I know that well enough. And thank yon, 
daughter, lor bringing such a good man into our 
house.’ When he wanted, your grandfather could 
talk fine like that—it was only aflerwads he got 
stupid and started locking up his heart. So there 
we were alone, the three of us, and Maxim starts 
crying aud his mind sort of wandering: ‘Why 
should they do such a thing to me?’ he cries. ‘What 
have I ever done to them? Why should they do it, 
mama?’ He always called me mama ’stead of 
mother—like a little child, and there was much in. 
his nature that was childlike. ‘Why, mama?’ And 
all I can do is sit there and cry along of him. After 
all, they’re my sons and I can’t help pitying them. 
Your mother pulled all the buttons off her blouse 1 
and sal there mussed up like as if she’d been in a 
fight. ‘Let’s go away, Maxim,’ she cried. ‘My broth¬ 
ers arc our enemies and I’m afraid of them. Let’s 
go away!’ I gave it to iier for that. ‘Don’t throw 
straw on the fire,’ I says. ‘Enough smoke in the 
house without that!’ Here your grandfather sends 
those two idiots in to ask forgiveness and she gives 
Mishka a slap in the face,—‘There’s your forgive¬ 
ness for you!’ she says. And your father keeps 
asking, ‘How could you do such a thing, brothers? 
You could have crippled me for life. What kind 
of a workman would I be without my fingers, eh?’ 
They made it up somehow. Your father was sick 
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the next seven weeks or so, and he'd keep saying 
us he lay there, ‘Lei’s go lo some other town, mama 
—I’m sick of il here!’ Soon after that he was sent 
to Astrakhan. They were expecting the tsar there 
on a visit, and your father was asked to build the 
triumphal arch. They sailed off on the first steam¬ 
boat that left in the spring—like parting with half 
my soul, il was. Ho was sad loo. and kept talking 
me into going with them. But Varvara was glad as 
glad could bo und didn’t oven try lo hide it. the 
shameless hcosty! So that’s how they left ... and 
that’s all... 

She took a swallow of vodka, a pinch of snuff, 
and said musingly, as she looked out the window: 

‘‘Your father and me, we had no kindred blood, 
hut kindred we were in spirit. ...” 

Sometimes during her tale grandfather would 
enter, lift his little chipmunk face, sniff the air. 
glance suspiciously at grandmother, listen a mo¬ 
ment, and then mutter: 

“Lies, lies, nothing but lies.. ..’’ 

Once he asked unexpectedly: 

“Alexei, she been drinking here?” 

“No.” 

“You’re lying—1 can see by your eyes." 

He left unconvinced. Grundmother winked at his 
departing figure and repented the saying: 
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“ ‘Beat it, Kish, you’ll scare the fish!’ ” 

One day he stood in the middle of the room 
with his eyes fixed on the floor and said, 

“Mother... 

“Eh?” 

“See what’s happening?” 

“I see.” 

“What you think of it?” 

“Fnte, father. Remember what you used to say 
about that fine gentleman?” 

“Hm-rn.” 

“Well, seems you were right.” 

“A pauper.” 

“That’s her business.” 

Grandfather went out. Sensing some disaster, I 
said to grandmother: 

“What were you talking about?” 

“Have to know everything, don’t you?” she 
grumbled as site rubbed my legs. “If you know 
everything when you’re little, won’t be anything 
left to find out when you’re old.” She laughed and 
shook her head. 

“Ah, grandfather, grandfather! You’re a very 
unstable speck in the eye of God! Don’t you say 
anything, Alexei, but the fact is your grandfather's 
lost everything—to the last kopek. Lent a gentleman 
big mousy, up in the thousands, and the gentleman 
goes bankroopt....” 
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She became lost in thought, sitting silent lor a 
long time, and the smile on her face was re¬ 
placed by a darkening sadness. 

‘‘What are you thinking about?’’ 

“Thinking about what to tell you," she replied, 
pulling herself together. “Well, how about the story 
of Ycvstignei? It was like this: 

Once there lived Yevstignei the deacon , 

Thinks to himselj he's as bright as a beacon , 
Brighter than even the priest or the tsar, 

And as for the merchant—brighter by far! 
Struts like a peacock, foolish fowl. 

His eyes popping out like a wise old owl. 
Teaches the neighbours from morning to night , 
And nothing for him is ever right. 

Looks at a steeple—much too low! 

Ride3 in a buggy—much too slow! 

Bites an apple — isn't sweet! 

Sits in the sun—too much heat! 

.Says about everything he sees: 

Grandmother rolled her eyes and puffed out her 
cheeks and her kind face assumed an amusing look 
of stupidity, while sho drawled: 

“/ could have made it , if you please , 

Infinitely better, but as you know, 

My time can not be ivasted so,” 


294 



She paused for a moment, then continued in a 
low voice: 

Some devils came to him one night; 

"You find things here are not all right? 
Suppose you visit us in Hell — 

The fires burn there surpassing well!" 

Scarce had the deacon donned his hat, 

Than two of the devils on him sat. 

While others grabbed him in their paws , 
Pinched and tickled him with their claws , 

And pushed him in the raging flame: 

“Well, Yevstignei, are you glad you came?” 

As the deacoit roasted, he rolled his eyes. 

But kept on looking very wise. 

And his lip curled scornfully as he spoke; 

“The fires of Hell make too much smolce!” 

She finished the tale in a deep drawl, then 
laughed and turned to me with a change of 
expression: 

“He didn’t give in, that Yevstignei—a great one 
for having his own way, like your grandfather! 
Well, now, lime to go to sleep.., 

My mother rarely came up to the attic to see me, 
and when she did, it was only to say a few hasty 
words and hurry away. She had become handsomer 
and dressed better, but I sensed’ the same secretive¬ 
ness about her I had noticed in grandmother. I felt 
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that she, as well as grandmother, was hiding 
something from me, and I tried to guess what 
it was, 

I became less interested in the tales grand¬ 
mother told me—even the stories about my father 
could not dispel the vague alarms which grew with 
every day. 

“What makes my father’s spirit so restless?” 1 
asked grandmother one day. 

“How should I know?” she answered, placing 
u hand over hex eyes. “That’s die concern of heaven 
-Cod’s business, not for us to understand....” 

During sleepless nights bb I.Jay watching the 
slow procession of the stars across tho dark blue 
heaven, I thought up sad stories of which my father 
was the hero. He was always alone, with a staff in 
his hand and a shaggy dog at his heels.... 


XU 

One evening I woke up after a brief nap and 
felt that my legs had also awakened. I let them 
down over the edge of the bed, and once more they 
became numb and lifeless. Nevertheless, the confi¬ 
dence was bom that my legs were whole and I would 
be able to walk. I experienced such poignant joy 
that I cried out and placed my feet on the floor. 
I fell, but crawled to the door and down the stairs. 
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imagining what a shock everyone would receive on 
seeing me. 

I cannot remember how 1 found myself on grand¬ 
mother’s lap in mother’s room, but there 1 was. 
surrounded by strange people among whom was a 
thin, greenish old woman. 

"Give him some raspberry jam in hot tea and 
wrap him in a blanket...” said the green woman 
in a solemn voice, which drowned out all other 
sounds. 

Everything about her was green—her dress and 
Iter hat and lier face and the wart under her left eye. 
Even the hair sprouting from the wart was like 
grass. She dropped her lower lip and raised her 
upper one, staring at me with green teeth and 
shading her eyes with a hand encased in a blark mit. 

“Who is that?” I asked falleringly. 

‘"That’ll be another grandmother for you,” an¬ 
swered my grandfather in an unpleasant voice. 

Mother laughed and pushed Yevgeni Maximov 
toward me, saying: 

“And here’s your future father.” 

She added some quick, unintelligible words, 
while Maximov narrowed his eyes, bent over me and 
said: 

“I’ll buy you some paints.” 

It was very bright in the room. On a table in 
the corner stood silver candelabras with live candles 
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in each. Between them was grandfather’s favourite 
icon, “Weep not, oh mother!” The pearls ornament¬ 
ing the frame gleamed and melted in the candle 
light, which brought flashes of fire from the rubies 
set in golden wreaths. Round pancake faces peered 
through the dark windows, flattened noses were 
pressed against the panes; everything abonl me 
began to swim, and the green woman leaned over 
to feel behind iny ears with her cold fingers, 
muttering: 

“By all means, by all means... 

“He’s fainted,” said my grandmother, and 
carried me to the door. 

But I had not fainted. I had merely closed my 
eyes, and as she carried me up the stairs I said: 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“All right, all right, no talking now, hear?” 

“Fooling me like that, all of you... ” 

When Bhe had placed me on the bed, she buried 
her head in the pillow and broke into tears. Her 
body heaved and rocked with her sobs, and she kept 
saying to me: 

“Go ahead and cry, cry it out!” 

But I had no desire to cry. It was dark and 
cold in the attic. The bed shook and squeaked with 
my trembling, and the green woman would not 
vanish from before my eyes. I pretended to fall 
asleep and ray grandmother left me alone. 
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The next few days passed in dull monotony. 
After announcing her engagement, mother went 
away, and an oppressive silence fell upon the house. 

One morning my grandfather appeared with a 
chisel in his hand and began to dig the putty from 
around the storm window. Then grandmother came 
with a basin of water and some rags. 

“Well, old lady?” asked my grandfather quietly. 

“Well what?” 

“Are you glad?” 

She answered him as she had answered me on 
die stairs: 

“All right, all right, no talking now, hear?” 

These words had a special significance—they 
concealed something big and unpleasant which 
everybody recognized but nobody wished to 
mention. 

Grandfather carefully removed the storm win¬ 
dow and carried it away. Grandmother threw open 
the window—a starling and some sparrows chirped 
out in the garden; the intoxicating odour of thaw¬ 
ing earth filled the room; the blue tiles of the stove 
paled with frustration—it made me shiver to look 
at them. I crawled out of bed. 

“Don’t walk around barefoot,” warned my 
grandmother. 

“I’m going into the garden.” 

“Wait ’til the dampness is gone.” 
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I did not wish to obey her. It wus unpleasant 
for me to see the grownups now. 

Pale green needles of young grass had already 
pushed their way through the earth, the buds were 
swelling on the apple trees, lovely green moss 
earpeled the roof of PeLrovna’s house, and birds 
were everywhere. My head swum from the fragrant, 
murmurous air. Brown weeds, felled by the snow, 
fringed the pit where Uncle Pyotr had eul hia 
throaL. It was unpleasant to look at them —neither 
they nor the charred beams sticking up so desolately 
had anything in common with the spring, and in 
general the pit was irritatingly out ol place. I had 
an angry impulse to pull up the weeds, remove the 
beams and bricks, clear away everything that clut¬ 
tered this part of llie yard, and make myself a tidy 
corner where I could spend the summer alone, with¬ 
out any grownups. I immediately undertook this 
task, and it helped me forget recent events in our 
house. To be sure, the hurt remained, hut with every 
day it became less acute. 

“What are you pouting about?” my grandmoth¬ 
er and mother would ask me. Such a question was 
upsetting—I was not angry with them; it was just 
that everything connected with the house had 
become unpleasant. Often the green woman would 
join us for dinner or tea or supper, sitting there 
like a rotten post in an old fence. Her eyes were 
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sewn to tier tacu with invisible threads. They rolled 
easily about in their bony sockets, seeing every¬ 
thing. scrutinizing everything, rising to the ceiling 
when she spoke of God, dropping to the lloor when 
she spoke of mundane things. Her eyebrows seemed 
to be made of bran pasted on in some mysterious 
w'ay. Her wide, bare teeth noiselessly ground up 
everything that she stuck into her mouth. She held 
her fork in a funny, crooked way with her little 
finger sticking out. Little balls of gristle rolled 
around in front of her cars. Her ears moved, and the 
green hairs of her wart stirred as iL shifted on her 
wrinkled, yellow, disgustingly clean skin. She and 
her son were so immaculate that I dared not ap¬ 
proach them. During the first few days of our ac¬ 
quaintance she made several attempts to make me 
kis3 her wizened band, which smelled of laundry 
soap and incense. I always ran away. 

‘“That boy needs very careful training, under¬ 
stand, Yevgeni?” she kept repeating to her son. 

lie would only bow his head obediently, frown, 
and say nothing. Everybody frowned in that green 
presence. 

I hated the old woman—-and her son as well— 
with a concentrated hatred that cost me many a 
licking. One day when we were having dinner, she 
rolled up her eyes and said: 
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"My dear Alexei, why do you eat in suoh a 
hurry, and with such big mouthfuls? You will 
choke on your food.” 

I removed the piece from my mouth, stuck my 
fork into it and held it out to her. 

“Here, take it if you want it so bad,” I said. 

Mother yanked me away from the table and T 
was ignominiously banished to the attic. 

Later grandmother joined me and roared with 
laughter, holding her hand over her mouth. 

“Oh Lord, Oh Lord! What a little rascal you 
are. devil take you!” 

I disliked the way she held her hand over her 
mouth, so I ran away from her and climbed out on 
the Toof, sitting there behind the chimney for a 
long lime. I had an irresistible impulse to make 
mischief and to say impudent things to them all. 
It was very dilhcult for me to combat this impulse, 
but I was forced to. One day I spread cherry paste 
on the chairs of my future stepfather and grand¬ 
mother. They both stuck fast in a most comical way, 
but afler my grandfather had given me a healing, 
my mother came up to me in the attic, drew me 
toward her, held me tightly between her knees, and 
said: 

“Why should you be so naughLy? II you only 
knew bow hard you make it lor me!” 
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Her eyes filled with bright tears and she held 
my head against her cheek. How much easier it 
would have been if she had struck me! I swore 
never to injure the Maximovs again if only she 
would stop crying. 

“That’s right,” she said softly, “You mustn’t be 
naughty. Soon we shall get married and lake a trip 
to Moscow, and when we return you will live with 
me. Yevgeui Vasilyevich is a very kind and clever 
man; I know you will like him. You will go to 
the gymnasium and then become a student like 
he is now, and after that you will be a doctor or 
anything else you like. A learned person can do 
whatever he wants. Well, ran along and play 
now....” 

These “thena” and “after thats” seemed to form 
a descending staircase leading me for away from 
her, into the darkness and loneliness. The future 
she pictured promised me no happiness. I wanted to 
say to my mother: 

“Don’t gel married. I shall work and provide 
for you.” 

But I did not say it. My mother always inspired 
tender and solicitous feelings, but I never had the 
courage to express them. 

My work in the garden progressed from day to 
day. I pulled up and hacked off the weeds and 
propped the sliding edges of the pit with brides. 
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With oilier bricks I built a seat wide enough to lie 
on, and I gathered bits of coloured glass and broken 
dishes which I set in clay between the bricks. When 
the sun shone on them they glinted and sparkled 
like the icons in church. 

“Smart of you to think of that,'’ said my grand¬ 
father one day as he surveyed my work. “Only the 
weeds’ll come up again—you lefL the roots. Here, 
bring me the spade and I’ll dig them up for 
you.” 

When I had brought it, he spit on his hands, 
and pushed the spade deep into the earth with a 
grunt. 

“Throw away the roots and I'll plant sunflowers 
and hollyhocks for you. It’ll be fine—fine... 

Suddenly he leaned motionless on the spade and 
said nothing. I glanced at him and saw teurs 
streaming from his eyes, that were small and intel¬ 
ligent, like those of a dog. 

“What’s the matter?” 

He shook himself, wiped his face with his hand, 
and glanced at me. 

“Hm, I’m sweating already. Just look all the 
worms there arel” 

Once more he began to dig. Suddenly he 
said: 

“No sense in doing all this. No sense at all. I’ll 
be selling the house soon. Probably in die fall. 


304 



Need money for your mother's dowry. Hm. At least 
she should live decent... 

He threw down the spade with a wave of his 
hand and went behind the bathhouse to a corner of 
the garden where he had some hotbeds. I began to 
dig, and immediately cut my toe with the spade. 

This injury prevented me from attending my 
mother’s wedding. I could only go outside the gale 
and watch her walk down the street with Maximov 
holding her arm, her head bent, her feet picking a 
careful way among the young grass springing be¬ 
tween the cracks of the brick pavement as though 
she were walking on nails. 

It was a quiet wedding. And there was nothing 
cheerful about the tea which followed the ceremony. 
My mother immediately went into her bedroom and 
began packing her trunks. My stepfather sat down 
next to me and said: 

“I promised to make you a present of some 
paints, but there are no good paints here and I 
can’t give you mine. I shall send you some from 
Moscow.” 

“What shall I do with them?” 

“Don’t you like to draw?” 

“I don’t know how.” 

“Then I’ll send you something else.” 

My mother came in. 

“We’ll he reluming soon.” she said. “As soon 
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as your father passes his examination and finishes 
his studies we shall come back.” 

Il was pleasant, to have them speaking to me as 
though I were a grownup, but it was strange that 
a man with a beard should still be studying. 

“What are you studying?” I asked. 

“Surveying.” 

I was too lazy to ask whaL that was. The house 
was filled with an oppressive silence, a woolly 
rustle; I was anxious fox night to come. Grandfa¬ 
ther stood with his back to the stove staring out of the 
window with half-closed eyes. The green woman 
helped mother pack, sighing and grumbling the 
while. Grandmother, who had been drunk since 
noon, was locked in the attic to keep her from dis¬ 
gracing Lhe family. 

Mother left early the following morning. She 
embraced me in parting, easily lifting me off the 
ground and gazing into my eyes with a look I had 
never seen before, 

“Well, good-bye,” she said as she kissed me. 

“Tell him to obey me,” said my grandfather 
sullenly, gazing into lire sky, which was still rosy. 

“You must obey your grandfather,” she admon¬ 
ished, crossing me. I had expected her to say some¬ 
thing else, and was angry with my grandfather for 
interrupting. 

They got into the droshky. Mother’s skirt caught 
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on something and she fussed irritably for a long 
lime setting it free. 

“Help hor, can’t you see?” my grandfather said 
to me, bui I was too deep in the throes of despair 
to help. 

Maximov carefully drew in his long legs en¬ 
cased in light navy blue trousers, while grandma, 
ther handed him some packages which he piled on 
his knees, holding diem with his chin. 

“Enough!” he drawled as he nervously wrinkled 
his pale brow. 

The green woman and her elder son, an officer, 
got into another droshky. She sat stiff as a wax 
figure, while he rubbed his beard with the hilt of 
his sword and kept yawning. 

“So you’re off to the war?” asked grandfather. 

"I am indeed!” 

“That’s fine. Have to lick those Turks.” 

They were off. Mother turned around several 
times and waved her handkerchief. Grandmother 
leaned weeping against the wall of the house and 
also waved, while grandfather stood squeezing tears 
from his eyes. 

“Nothing good—will come—of this—,” he 
mumbled. 

I sat on a stool watching the droshky bounce 
over the ruts—there they went around the comer—• 
something inside of me slammed shut ... tight.... 



It was still early in the morning. The streets 
were empty and the shutters of the windows still 
closed. Never before had I seen sudh utter emptiness. 
From somewhere in the distance came the long- 
drawn wail of a shepherd’s pipe. 

“Come have breakfast,” said my grandfather, 
taking me by the shoulder. “Looks like you’re fated 
to go on liviug with me—scratching up against me 
like a mulch on a brick.” 

From morning to night he and I silently worked 
in the garden. He dug the soil, tied up the raspberry 
bushes, scraped the lichen off the upple trees, and 
squashed caterpillars, while I kepL improving my 
corner. Grandfather chopped off the ends of the 
charred beams, and stuck poles into the ground on 
which I hung my bird cages. I wove awnings oi 
dried weeds lo protect my house from sun and dew. 
The comer became delightful. 

“It’s fine for you to be learning how lo fix 
things up for yourself,” said my grandfather. 

I highly prized his observations on life. Some¬ 
times he would lie down on the scat I had covered 
with turf and speak lo me unhurriedly, seeming to 
pull each word out of his mouth with great delib¬ 
eration. 

“Now you’re a piece hacked away from your 
mother. She’ll be having other children, dearer to 
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her than you. Your grandmother, aa you see, has 
taken to drink.” 

He would fall into a long silence, as though 
listening Lo something, then continue dropping his 
heavy words: 

“This is the second lime she’s taken lo drink— 
the first was when Mikhail was to be called up for 
army service. She talked me into buying him a 
recruit certificate, fool llial she was. Maybe he’d 
have been different if he’d served in the army. Ah 
mo! And I’ll he dying soon. That means you’ll he 
left all alone, understand?—all alono lo shifl for 
yourself. Hm. Learn to wait on yourself, and never 
let others make you wait on them. Behave yourself 
calm and quiel-like, but slick to your chosen path. 
Listen to everybody, hut do what you yourself 
think best... 

Except for Tainy days, 1 spent the entire summer 
in the garden, even sleeping out there on warm 
nights—grandmother had given mo a piece of felt 
for a bed. She herself would often spend the night 
with me, bringing out an armful of straw which 
she would spread next to my couch, and lie down 
beside mo, telling me stories which were interrupt¬ 
ed by sudden exclamations like: 

“Look—a falling star! That’s somebody’s soul 
as felt a longing for mother earth. A good man’s 
been born somewhere.” 
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Or: 

“A. new star’s come up—look! What a jewel! 
The sky, the sky, liow far it is—garment of God, all 
gem-bedecked!” 

“Catch your deaths, you idiots,” grumbled 
grandfather. “Get the lumbago, or else robbers’ll 
come and cut your throats... 

The sun would go down, flooding the sky with 
rivers of lire, which, in expiring, scattered red-gold 
ashes over the green velvet of the gardens. Then the 
world would noticeably darken, swelling and 
expanding as it absorbed the warm twilight. The 
sun-sated leaves would droop on tire branches and 
the grass would bend its head to the earth. Every¬ 
thing became richer and softer, emanating a per¬ 
fume as soft as music. And music would come float¬ 
ing from the army camps in distant fields. The night 
brought a feeling as strong and refreshing as moth¬ 
er love; and like a mother’s caress was tbe silence, 
stroking the heart with a warm, furry paw, soothing 
away all that should be forgotten—all the fine, 
caustic dust accumulated during the day. It was 
delightful to lie gazing up at the sky, watching the 
stars come out, each one opening up new depths to 
the heavens. These receding depths seemed to lift 
you lightly off the earth, and you could not tell 
whether the earth had shrunken to your size, or 
whether you had marvellously expanded until you 
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were one with all that surrounded you. Hie silence 
increased, the darkness thickoned, but invisible 
strhigs vibrated with little sounds, each of which— 
the singing of a bird in sleep, the rustic of a pass¬ 
ing porcupine, the sound of a human voice—had 
a special quality distinguishing iL from daytime 
sounds and lovingly stressed by the sensitive silence. 

The playing of an accordion, a woman’s laugh¬ 
ter, a spur striking againsL the bricks of the pave¬ 
ment, the yelping of a dog—all these were laBt 
leaves falling from the dying day. 

Sometimes there would be a sudden brawling 
of drunken voices out in the street or on an open 
lot, and the patter of running feet. Such sounds were 
too ordinary to deserve attention. 

Grandmother would lie awake for hours on 
end, her arm under her head, recounting something 
with quiet emotion, apparently indifferent to whether 
I was listening or not. She never failed to select a 
legend which added significance and beauty to the 
night. 

I would fall asleep to the sound of her rhyth¬ 
mic speccli, waking up with the sun in my face and 
the singing of birds in my ears. The morning air 
stirred gently as it warmed in the sun, the leaves 
of the apple trees shook off the dew, the grass was 
vividly green and assumed a crystal transparency 
in the veils of mist which hovered above it. Ray« 



of sun fanned across the sky, transforming it from 
lavender to blue. The song of a lark came from 
some invisible height, and all the sounds and 
colours of the newborn day seeped like dew into 
my soul, filling me with quiet happiness and the 
desire to be up and about, and to live in harmony 
with all creatures. 

That was the most calm and contemplative 
period of my whole life. It was that summer which 
nurtured in me a sense of my own strength. I came 
to avoid people. When I heard the voices and cries 
of the Ovsyannikov children I was no longer filled 
with a longing to join them, and instead of being 
glad when they came to see me, I only feared they 
might spoil something in my garden—the first thing 
I bad made with my own hands. 

My grandfather’s harangues also ceased to 
interest me. They became ever more crisp and 
complaining. He began to have frequent quarrels 
with my grandmother and to put her out of the 
house, at which times she would go either to Uncle 
Yakov’s or to Uncle Mikhail’s. Sometimes she would 
remain away for several days, and then my grand¬ 
father would cook for us himself, howling and 
cursing, burning his fingers, 'breaking the dishes, 
and becoming more cantankerous with every day. 

When he came to visit me in my corner of the 
garden, he would seal himself comfortably on the 
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turf and watch me for a long lime without speak¬ 
ing. Then suddenly he would ask: 

“Why don’t you say something?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“We’re not the quality, you know,” he would 
begin in an instructive tone. “Nobody’s going to 
leach us anything—got to learn it all ourselves. 
Books have been written for others, schools have 
been built for them— buL not for us. We got to get 
everything ourselves....” 

He would go off inLo a brown study—mule and 
motionless—dreadful to look at. 

That autumn he sold the house. At the break¬ 
fast table one morning preceding the sale, he 
announced to grandmother in a sad, resolute 
voice: 

“Well, mother. I’ve been feeding you for a good 
long lime already, but now it’s over—'have to shift 
for yourself from now on.” 

Grandmother remained utterly unmoved, as 
though she had long expected him to say just this. 
She unhurriedly look out her snuffbox, stuffed her 
spongy nose, and replied: 

“Well, nothing to do about it. Have to make the 
best of it.” 

Grandfather rented two dark rooms in the cellar 
of an old house in a blind alloy. During the mov¬ 
ing, grandmother took an old hast shoe with long 
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laces and thrust it under the stove. Squalling down, 
she began to call the hearth goblin: 

“Come goblin, come goblin, climb inside and 
take a ride to bring us luck in the other house... 

Grandfather, who was out in the yard, glanced 
through the window. 

“Taking it along, arc you? I’ll show you, you 
heretic! Disgracing me like this!’’ 

“Oh, watch out, father! It’ll mean had luck for 
sure!” she warned, but grandfather Hew into a rage 
and forbade her taking the goblin along. 

For three days he sold our furniture aud other 
things to Tatar secondhand men, cursing and bar¬ 
gaining furiously. Grandmother watched them from 
the window, sometimes laughing, sometimes crying, 
and calling softly: 

“Go ahead and take it—take everything—break 
everything....” 

I was also ready to cry at the thought of leaving 
my playhouse in the garden. 

Two carts came to move us, and the ono I rode 
in shook as though trying to toss me off the pile of 
goods and chattels. 

And it wa3 with this sensation of being con¬ 
stantly shaken off that I lived for the next two years 
—until the death of my mother. 

Mother came to see us soon after grandfather 
moved into the basement. She was pale and thin, 
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with enormous eyes burning with a kind of hurt 
aalonishinenL. She studied everything intently, as 
though she were seeing her mo (her and father and 
me for the first time. She looked at us and said 
nothing, while my stepfather kept walking up and 
down the room, whistling under his breath, clear¬ 
ing his throat, and twiddling his thumbs behind 
his back. 

“Good heavens, how big you’ve grown!” said 
my mother, laking my cheeks in her hot palms. She 
was wearing a wide, ugly brown dress, bulging over 
her stomach. 

“Hello,” said my stepfather, holding out his 
hand to me. “How you getting along?” 

He sniffed the air. 

“Damp here.” 

Both of them looked worn and dishevelled, as 
though they had been running and wanted nothing 
so much as to lie down and have a good rest. 

We bad a dreary tea, during which grandfather 
watched the rain running down the windowpane 
and asked: 

“So you lost everything in the fire?” 

“Everything,” said my stepfather in a resolute 
lone. “We hardly managed to escape ourselves.” 

“Hm. A fire’s no joke.” 

Mother pressed up ngainst grandmother and 
whispered something in her ear that made grand- 
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mother narrow her eyes as [hough struck by a bright 
light. The atmosphere became even more dreary. 

Suddenly grandfather said spitefully, in a loud, 
calm voice: 

“IVe heard rumours, Yevgeni Vasilyevich, as 
how there wasn’t no fire at all, but you just lost 
everything at cards.” 

A deathly silence ensued, broken only by the 
tapping of tltc rain on the window and the steaming 
of the samovar. 

“Father ..said ruy mo [her at last. 

“‘Father!’” roared my grandfather. “Well, 
what next? Didn’t I tell you it was crazy for thirty 
to marry twenty? Well, here you are—fine speci¬ 
men, isn’t he? Made you a gentlewoman, eh? Well, 
how do you like it, daughter?” 

Then all four of them began shouting, my step¬ 
father loudest of all. 1 went out into the entrance¬ 
way, and sat down on a pile of wood, stunned. This 
could not be my mother—she was entirely different. 
I had sensed this vaguely there in the room, lmt 
now that I was seated out here in the darkness I 
could vividly recall what she had been like. 

Then, in some forgotten way I found myself in 
Sormovo, in a new house with unpapered log walk. 
The chinks between tho logs were stuffed with hemp 
and inhabited by innumerable roaches. Mother and 
my stepfather lived in two rooms facing the street. 
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while my grandmother and I lived in the kitchen, 
which had one window overlooking the roof. Beyond 
the roof, black factory chimneys were silhouetted 
against the sky, pouring out thick, curly smoke 
which the winter wind scattered over the district. 
Our unhealed rooms were always filled with the 
greasy odour of this smoke, and early in the morn¬ 
ing the .factory whistle howled Idee a wolf: 

“Oo-oo-aw! Oo-oo-aw!” 

By standing up on a bench and looking through 
the lop windowpanc, I could gel a glimpse of the 
lighted factory gales, open like the toothless mouth 
of an old beggar devouring a horde of little people. 
At noon there came another whistle. The black lips 
of the gates opened up, revealing a deep hole through 
which the factory vomited forth these same little 
people, now well masticated. They flowed in black 
streams down the streets, driven into the houses by 
a rough while wind. The sky could rarely be seen. 
Aibove the roofs and sooty snowbanks of the district, 
bung another roof—flat and grey, stunting the im¬ 
agination and blinding the eyes with its choerless 
monotony. 

In the evenings, a dull red glow hovered above 
the factory. It lighted the tips of the chimneys and 
created the impression that instead of rising from 
the earth, they were projected front out that lurid 
cloud, thrusting down to feed on fire, belching and 
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howling with satiety. It was insufferable Lo gaze on 
that scene day afLer day, and ruy heart became filled 
with aching malevolence. Grandmother did all the 
housework. From morning lo night she was busy 
preparing food, scrubbing the floor, chopping 
wood, and hauling water. When evening came she 
granted and sighed with exhaustion. Sometimes 
after she had prepared the dinner, she would put 
on a short quilted jacket, tuck up her skirt, and set 
out for town. 

“Go have a look how the old man’s gelling 
along,” she would say. 

“Take me with you!” 

“You’ll freeze lo death. Just look whut a wind!” 

She would walk seven versts lo town over roads 
lost in snow fields. My mother, yellow and swollen 
with pregnancy, would sit huddled in a ragged grey 
shawl bordered with long fringe. I haled llral shawl, 
which distorted her large, handsome body; I hated 
the tattered fringe, and would tear it off. I hated the 
house, and the factory, and the whole district. 
Mother went about in worn fell boots, coughing so 
that her enormous belly shook; her grcyJblue eyes 
flashed with hard, dry anger or stared dully at the 
hare walls, as though glued fast lo them. Sometimes 
she would gaze out into the street for a whole hour. 
The street was like a jaw in which some of the teeth 
had become blackened and distorted with age, while 
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others had fallen out altogether and been replaced 
by clumsy new ones, loo big for the jaw. 

“Why do we live here?” I asked. 

“Ah, don’t ask,” she replied. 

She spoko little with me these days, limiting her 
communications to orders and requests: 

“Briug me this, take that, run to the store....” 

She rarely let me go out to play, for I always 
canie home badly beaten by my fellows. Fights 
were my only pleasure, and I gave myself up to 
them with all the zest of my impassioned nature. 
Mother gave me strappings for this, but the punish¬ 
ment only irritated me, so that the next lime I 
fought even more furiously—and my mother 
punished me eveu more severely. Once I warned her 
that if she continued beating ipe I would bite her 
hand and run away to freeze out in the fields. She 
pushed me away in consternation and began to pace 
the floor. 

“You little beast!” she said, gasping with 
exhaustion. 

The living, vibrant rainbow of feelings called 
love gradually faded in my heart, giving way to 
blue flashes of resentment against everyone and 
everything and to a smouldering discontent and 
sense of loneliness in this dull, nonsensical world. 

My stepfather was stern with me and laconic 
with my mother. He was forever whistling and 
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coughing and standing in front of a mirror picking 
his crooked teeth. Ever more frequently he quar¬ 
relled with my mother, addressing her in cold, 
distant terms which I desperately resented. During 
their quarrels he would close the door into the 
kitchen, evidently unwilling that I should hear what 
he said, but T made a point of listening to his gruff 
bass voice. 

Once he stamped his foot and shouted: 

“I can’t invite anybody to the house on account 
of your damn belly, you old cow!” 

Overwhelmed wiLh surprise and fury, I jumped 
up on the bunk and struck my head against the 
ceiling with such force that I bit through my 
longue. 

On Saturdays dozens of workers came to my 
stepfather to sell the food coupons enabling them 
to buy products in the company store. These were 
issued by the factory instead of wages. My step¬ 
father bought them for half their value. He would 
receive lire workers in the kitchen, sitting at the 
table looking very important and frowning over 
every coupon. 

“Ruble and a half.” 

“Yevgeni Vasilyevich, for the love of 
Christ... 

"Ruble and a half.” 

This muddled, dark life did not last very long. 



Just before mother was to give birth I was taken to 
live with my grandfather. He now had quarters in 
a two-storied house on Peschanaya Street in Kuna- 
vino, above the cemetery of Napolnaya Church. The 
tiny room he occupied contained a large Russian 
stove and two windows facing the yard. 

“Well!” he laughed with a little squeak as he 
met me. “According to the saying, your best friend’s 
your another, but in this case it turns out to he 
your old devil of a grandfather! Phooh, what 
people!” 

Scarcely had I become acquainted with my new 
home than mother and grandmother came with the 
baby. My stepfather had lost his job at the factory 
for cheating the workers, but he had appealed to 
friends and immediately received a job as cashier 
at the railway station. 

Much empty time flowed by until I was again 
sent to live with my mother in the cellar of a stone 
house. Mother immediately sent me to school; 
from the very first day I disliked school. 

I pul in my appearance dressed in a pair of 
mother’s shoes, a coal made out of grandmother’s 
blouse, a yellow shirt, and long trousers. This 
immediately aroused ridicule, and the yellow shirt 
won me the nickname of “the ace of diamonds.” I 
easily put things straight with ike boys, but die 
priest and tbe teacher look a disliking to me. 
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The teacher was a bald, ycllow-faccd man who 
was subject to nosebleeds. He would enter the class¬ 
room with bila of cotton stuffed up his nostrils, take 
his place at the desk, ask us questions in a nasal 
voice, and stop in the middle of a word to pull out 
the cotton and examine it with a shake of his head. 
He had a flat, brassy, sour face with a kind of green 
mould filling the wrinkles. The most hideous feature 
of his face was the tiny eyes which seemed to have 
no place in the general ensemble, and kept plaster¬ 
ing themselves to my face, making me want to wipe 
my cheek with my hand. 

For the first few days I sat on the front bench, 
directly under ihe teacher’s nose. This was unbear¬ 
able. He seemed to see no one but me, and kept 
saying through his nose: 

“Pesko-o-v, change your shirt! Pcsko-o-v, stop 
shuffling! Pesko-o-v, again your shoes have left a 
puddle on the floor!” 

I repaid him by thinking up the most extrava¬ 
gant trioks. One day I got hold of half u frozen 
watermelon. I scooped it out and hung it on a pulley 
to the door in the dark entranceway. When the door 
was opened, the watermelon rose in the air, but 
when the teacher closed the door, il descended like 
a cap on his bald head. The night watchman escort¬ 
ed me homo with a note from ihe teacher, and I 
took a hiding for my mischief. 
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Another time I sprinkled snuff in the drawer of 
his desk. He had such a fit of sneezing that ho was 
forced to leave the classroom, sending his son-in- 
law, an officer, to substitute for him. The officer 
made us sing “God save the tsar” and “Ah my 
freedom, blessed freedom” over and over again; if 
anyone got out of tune he would tap him over the 
head with a ruler in a manner that made a lot of 
noise and was funny, but did not hurt. 

The teacher of religion was a young and hand¬ 
some priest with a lot of fluffy hair. He disliked me 
because I had no copy of “Sacred Stories from the 
Old and New Testaments,” and because I imitated 
his manner of speaking. 

As soon as he would come into the classroom 
he would say: 

“Peshkov, have you brought the book or not? 
Yes, the book.” 

“No, I haven’t. Yes.” 

“What do you mean, ‘yes’?” 

“No.” 

“Gel along home with you! Yes, home. I have 
no intention of teaching you. Yes, not the slightest 
intention.” 

I had no objection to being sent home. I would 
wander about the dirty streets of the district 
until school was over, observing the noisy life 
about me. 



The priest had a hue, Christ-like face with 
affectionate, feminine eyes. He had small hands 
which seemed to caress everything they touched, 
whether it was a book, a ruler, or a pen. It was as 
though he loved every object and looked upon it 
as a live thing that might he injured by careless 
handling. He was less affectionate with the children, 
but they were fond of him nevertheless. 

In spite of the fact that I received satisfactory 
marks in my studies, I was soon informed that I 
would be expelled for any conduct. That upset 
me. Unquestionably the consequences would be 
severe: my mother was becoming more irritable 
every day, and had taken to heating me very 
often. 

But I was saved from this disaster. Quite unex¬ 
pectedly Bishop Chrisanth,* a hunchback as I re¬ 
member, visited our school. 

An unfamiliar atmosphere of warmth and good 
cheer filled the classroom when this little man in 
flowing black robes entered and took his place at 
the desk. 

* Bishop Chrisanth was the author of tlio three-volume 
work “Religions of the Ancient World” and tho articles 
“Egyptian Metempsychosis" and “Woman and Marriage.” 
The latter article, road in my youth, made a great impres¬ 
sion on me. It seems that I have distorted the title—it was 
published in some Teligious magazine jn the ’seventies, 
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‘‘Well, lei’s liave a little chat, my children,” 
he said, taking his hands out of his voluminous 
sleeves. 

My turn lo be called up to the desk came 
towards the end of the list. 

“How old are you?” he asked me. “Really? 
My, what a tall fellow for your age! Must have 
done a lot of standing out in the rain!” 

He placed one thin hand with its long, pointed 
nails on the desk, and took hold of his scanty beard 
with the other, while he gazed at me kindly. 

“Well, tell me any story from sacred history 
that you like.” 

When I replied that I had no book and therefore 
could not study sacred history, he adjusted his cowl 
and said: 

“How’s that? You have to learn these things, 
you know. Bui maybe you know something without 
the book—heard the stories somewhere? Do you 
know the Psalter? Good! And the prayers? Now, 
then you see? And maybe the lives of some of die 
saints? Even in verse? Well, it turns out you’re 
quite a learned one!” 

Our priest came in, all red and puffing. When 
the bishop had blessed him, he began to tell him 
about me. 

“Just a minute!” said the bishop, stopping him 
with a gesture. Then he turned to me again. “All 


S2S 



right, supposing you tell U3 alboul Alexei, Man- 
of-God... ” 

“Wonderful verse, isn’t it, son?” he said when 
I stopped because 1 had forgoltcn a line. “Maybe 
you know something else—about King David? Fine. 
Only too glad to listen!” 

1 could sec that he really enjoyed listening, that 
he was fond of the verse. He let me go on for a 
long time before he interrupted me. 

“Did you learn your letters from the Psalter? 
Who taught you? Your good grandfather? Your 
bud grandfather! Well now, you can’t mean that. 
But they tell me you’re always up to some kind of 
mischief.” 

1 blushed, but confessed my guilt. At some 
length the teacher and the priest confirmed the-fact. 
The bishop listened with downcast eyes. 

“Hear whal they say about you?” ho said at last 
with a sigh. “Come here!” 

He placed a hand smelling of Cyprus on my 
head and said: 

“What makes you so mischievous?” 

“School’s a bore.” 

“A bore? Thero’s something wrong here, son. 
If you found school a bore, you would be a bad 
student, but your marks show that that isn’t so. 
There mu3l be something else the trouble.” 

He took a little book out of his robe and wrote: 
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“Peshkov, Alexei. Hm. It’d be better if you 
stopped your mischief, son. A little bit’s all right, 
but people can’t stand too much, you know. Am. I 
right, boys?” 

“You’re right!” came a gay chorus of voices. 

“And what about you yourselves—I suppose 
you do very little mischief, eh?” 

“Oh no, a lot!” laughed the hoys. 

The bishop drew me to him and leaned back 
in his chair, saying with an air of surprise that made 
even the teacher and the priest laugh: 

“Just think—I was a mischief-maker myself at 
your age! What do you suppose makes us like 
that?” 

The boys laughed and he asked them questions, 
cleverly entangling them in their own words so that 
the atmosphere became more and more merry. 
Finally lie got up and said: 

“A pity to leave you rascals, but it’s time for 
me to be on my way!” 

He raised his arm, tossing back his wide sleeve, 
and made the sign of the cross above the class: 

“May you live and do good in the name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. 
Farewell.” 

“Farewell, your holiness! Come back soon!” 
shouted the hoys. 
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“I’ll come, I’ll come all right,” he replied, 
shaking his cowl. “I’ll bring you some books.” 
Then he turned to the teacher. “Let them go 
home now.” 

Out in the enlranceway he slopped me and said 
in a low voice: 

“Promise me you won’t make so much trouble 
in the future, all right? Oh. I understand why you 
do it, of course. Well, good-hyc.” 

I was very much moved by this. A peculiar 
emotion seethed in my breast, so that even when 
the teacher kept me after class and (began to tell 
me that from now on I must behave like a lamb, 
I listened attentively and willingly. 

As the priest was putting on his coat he said 
affectionately: 

“From now on you must attend my lessons. 
Yea, that you must do. But sit quiet! Yes, quiet!” 

Things became better at school, but a nasty 
thing happened at home. I stole a ruble from my 
mother. This crime was not premeditated. One 
evening mother went out somewhere, leaving me 
alone with the baby. For want of anything better 
to do, I took out one of my stepfather’s hooks— 
“Notes of a Physician,” by Dumas the Elder. Among 
the pages I found a one-ruble bill and a ten-ruble 
bill. The hook was loo difficult for me, hut on 
closing it I was struck with the idea that for a 
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ruble I could buy not only tho “Sacred History,” 
but “Robinson Crusoe” as well. I had learned 
about the existence of such a book a short time 
before. During recess one cold day I had been tell¬ 
ing the boys a fairy tale. Suddenly one of them said 
scornfully: 

“Fairy tales are no good! ‘Robinson Crusoe’ 
now, thaL’s a real story!” 

A few of the other boys had also read “Robin¬ 
son Crusoe,” and they all praised the book. I was 
hurt that they should have scorned grandmother’s 
tale, and resolved to get hold of “Robinson Crusoe” so 
that, having read it, I could say that it was no good! 

The next day I came to school with the “Sacred 
History,” two dog-eared volumes of Andersen’s fairy 
tales, three pounds of white hread and a pound of 
sausage. In the dark little bookshop at the comer 
next to Vladimir Church I had found a copy of 
“Robinson Crusoe”—a skinny little book in a yellow 
binding. On the title page was the picture of a 
bearded naan with a fur cap on his head and a tiger 
skin over his shoulder. This did not attract me, 
while I found even the worn bindings of the fairy 
tales fascinating. 

During the long recess I shared my bread and 
sausage with the boys and we began reading “The 
Nightingale,” a wonderful tale which gripped the 
heart from the very first page. 
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“In China, all ihe people ore Chinese, and even 
the Emperor is a Chinaman.” I can still remember 
how tliis sentence delighted me with its simple 
humour, its smiling music, and something else that 
was wonderfully good. 

I hud no time to finish reading “The Night¬ 
ingale” at school, and when I came home my mother 
asked me in a strained voice, as she stood frying 
some eggs: 

“Did you take a ruble?” 

“Yes. Here are the books... 

She gave me a vigorous tanning with the frying 
pan and look away the fairy tales, hiding them for 
all time. This punishment was infinitely more pain¬ 
ful than the licking. 

I did not return to School for several days. 
Apparently my stepfather told the people at work 
what I had done and they in their turn related it to 
their children. The boys carried the tale to school, 
and when I returned I was greeted with a new 
nickname—the thief. Brief and clear—but unfair. 
I had not attempted to hide the fact that I had taken 
the ruble, but when I tried to esplain this, nobody 
believed me. So I came home and announced to 
ruy mother that I would never go back to school 
again. 

Pregnant once more, she was sitting at the 
window feeding mv brother Sasha. She turned her 
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grey face and 9lared at me with crazed, tortured 
eyes, opening her mouth like a fish. 

“You’re lying,” she said softly. “Nobody could 
have heard about your taking the ruble.” 

“Go ask them.” 

“You must 'have told them yourself. Tell me the 
truth—didn’l you tell them? But don’t lie— 
tomorrow I’m going to school to find out for myself 
who told!” 

I nmned the student. Her face became drawn and 
melted in tears. 

I went into Lhe kitchen and lay down on the 
bed behind the stove which had been made for 
me out of some old wooden boxes. I could hear my 
mother sobbing in the next room: 

“Oh Lord, Oh Lord....” 

The smell of warm, greasy rags beenme intoler¬ 
able, and I went out into the yard. 

“Where are you going?” called my mother. 
“Come here to me!” 

Wc sat together on the floor with Sasha on my 
mother’s knees pulling at the buttons of her dress, 
bowing to them and saying: 

“Bubbons.” which meant buttons. 

I snuggled up to my mother, and she put her 
arm around me. 

“We're very poor,” she said. “Every kopek— 
every single kopek....” 
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She squeezed me with her hoi hands and seemed 
unable to finish what she wanted to say. 

“Oh, what a beast, what a beast!” she suddenly 
burst out, repeating a word I had heard her use 
once before. 

“Beat,” mimicked Sasha. 

He was a strange baby—clumsy and large- 
headed, with wonderful blue eyes which looked 
smilingly about as though expecLing something. He 
began to speak at an unusually early age and never 
cried, living in a constant state of quiet joy. He was 
so w'cak that he could hardly crawl, hut he always 
rejoiced on seeing me, stretching out his liLtle arms 
and playing with my ears with his soft little fingers 
which for some reason smelled of violets. He died 
quite unexpectedly, without having been ill at all. 
In the morning he was quietly happy as usual; in 
the evening, when the church bell was lolling for 
vespers, he was already laid out on the table. This 
occurred soon after the birth of the second baby, 
Nikolai. 

Mother had carried out her promise to clear up 
things at school, and once more I was studying 
normally. But again I had to go live with my 
grandfather, for the following Teason: 

One day at tea time, as I was entering the kitchen 
from the yard, I beard my mother crying des¬ 
perately: 
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“Yevgeni, Yevgeni, don’t go, I beg of you!” 

“Nonsense,” replied my stepfather, 

“But I know you go to her!” 

“Well, what of it?” 

Both of them were silent for a few minutes, then 
my mother said between fits of coughing: 

“What a mean and worthless beast you are!” 

I heard him strike hex. 1 ran into the room and 
saw her on her knees, bracing herself against a 
chair with her back and elbows, her head thrown 
back, her eyes shining unnaturally, while he 
stood in front of her, spick and span in a new suit, 
kicking her in the breast with a long leg. 1 
picked up a silver-handled bread knife—the only 
one of my father’s things left to my mother— 
and aimed it at my stepfather’s side with all my 
force. 

Fortunately my mother had time to push him 
away, so that the knife only ripped his coat and 
grazed his flesh. He let out a groan and ran out of 
the room, holding his side. With a shriek my mother 
grabbed me up and hurled me onto llie floor. My 
stepfather tore me away from her when he returned 
from the yard. 

Late that evening, when he had gone out in 
spile of everything, mother came to me where I 
lay behind the stove, gently embraced me and 
kissed me. 
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“Forgive me, dear. I have wronged you. But 
how could you have done such a Lhing? A knife!” 

With a perfect understanding of the full import 
of my words, I swore that l would kill my stepfather 
and myself as well. And I Lhink I would have done 
it-—ul leasL attempted it. Even now I can see that 
loathsome foot with the bright braid down the 
trouser leg swinging in the air and landing on a 
woman’s breast. 

Sometimes when I recall the abominations of 
that barbarous Russian life I question whether they 
are worth dwelling on. But on further consideration 
I am convinced that they demand heing exposed, 
for they are the vicious, tenacious truth, which has 
not been exterminated to this very day. They rep¬ 
resent a truth which must be exposed to its roots 
and torn out of our grim and shameful life—torn 
out of the very soul and memory of man. 

But there is another, more positive reason 
impelling me to describe such horrors. In spile of 
their repulsiveuess and die way in which they mu¬ 
tilate what would otherwise he fine natures, the 
Russian is sufficiently young and wholesome in 
spirit to abolish such tilings and he will surely 
do so. 

Our life is amazing not only for the vigorous 
scum of bestiality with which it is overgrown, but 
also for the bright and wholesome creative forces 
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gLeaming beneath. And the influence of good is 
growing, giving promise that our people will at 
last awaken to a life full of beauty and bright 
humanity. 

XIII 

Once more I was living with my grandfather. 

“Well, you rascal,” was his greeting as he 
rapped nervously on the table. “I’ll not be feeding 
you any more. It’s up to your grandmother now.” 

“I’ll manage,” she said. “As though that was 
such a job!” 

“Well, go ahead,” he shouted, but then he 
explained to me more calmly: “Everything’s sepa¬ 
rate with us now—each for himself.” 

Grandmother sat at the window making lace. 
Her bobbins clicked cheerfully above the pillow 
bristling with brass pins that glistened in the spring 
sun lake a golden porcupine. Grandmother herself 
seemed cast of bronze, and had not changed in flic 
least. But grandfather had become leaner and more 
wrinkled. His hair was thinner and the calm pom¬ 
pousness of his movements had been substituted 
by an impetuous fussiness. His green eyes looked at 
everything suspiciously. With a laugh, grandmother 
told about the division of properly which had taken 
place between her and grandfather. He had given 
her all the pots and crocks and dishes and had said: 
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“That’s all yours, and don’t he asking me for 
anything else!” 

Then he look all her old dresses and belongings, 
including a fox cape, and sold them for seven 
hundred rubles, which he lent at interest to his 
godson, a converted Jew who traded in fruit. He 
had become sick with greed—shamelessly greedy. 
He began to visit old acquaintances—rich merchants 
and artisans with whom he had formerly worked— 
and ask them to givo him money, saying that 
his sons had ruined him. Out of respect for his 
former position they made him generous gifts. He 
would come home and wave a sizable banknote 
under my grandmother’s nose, gloating like a 
schoolboy: 

“See this, you old fool? Nobody’ll give you a 
tenth as much!” 

My grandfather lent this money at interest to a 
new acquaintance—a tall, baldheaded furrier who 
was nicknamed “The Whip,” and his sister, a fat, 
red-cheeked, dark-eyed storekeeper, as sweet and 
sticky as molasses. 

Everything in the house was divided: today 
grandmother prepared dinner from products bought 
with her money, tomorrow grandfather bought the 
bread and food. The dinner was always worse on 
his days. Grandmother bought good meat, while he 
bought lungs and tripe. Each kept his own store 
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of tea and sugar, but lea was brewed in the same 
teapot, and grandfather would ask in alarm: 

“Wait—let me see—how much did you pul in?” 

He would sprinkle die tea leaves into his hand 
and carefully count them. 

“Your lea’s finer than mine—mine’s thicker, 
makes a better brew, so you got lo put in more.” 

He watched lo see that grandmother poured him 
tea that was just die same strength as hers, and that 
they both drank die same number of cups. 

“Have a last?” grandmodier would ask just 
before pouring out the final brew. 

“Suppose we may as well have a last,” agreed 
grandfather afler a glance into die teapot. 

Even the oil for the icon lamp was bought by 
each in turn—and this afler fifty years of labouring 
side by side! 

1 found these tricks of my grandfather amusing 
and disgusting—grandmother found them only 
amusing. 

“Forget it!” she would say lo me. “What of it? 
He’s old, is the old man, and he’s gone queer. Four 
score already—just think the number of years! Let 
him be queer—don’t hurt anybody. As for me and 
you—lie sure I’ll always earn a crust of bread 
for us!” 

I also began lo earn money. Early Sunday 
mornings I would take a sack and go through the 
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streets and yards collecting old bones, rags, nails, 
and paper. The junkman would pay U9 twenty 
kopeks a pood for mgs or paper or metal, and eight 
or ten kopeks a pood for bones. I collected junk 
after school during the week as well, and e\ery 
Saturday I earned from thirty to fifty kopeks (or 
even more if it had been a particularly successful 
week). Grandmother look my money and hurriedly 
deposited it in the pocket of her skirt, lowering her 
eyes as she rewarded me with words of praise: 

“Thanks, pigeon-widgeon! You and me won’t 
go hungry, will we, now? Just to think!" 

One day I caught her gazing at one of my five- 
kopek pieces and weeping softly, one bright tear 
hanging from the end of her spongy nose. 

Bui I found that the profits from junk dealing 
were less than those from stealing boards from the 
lumberyards on the bank of the Oka River or on 
The Sands, an island where they traded in metal 
during the annual fair, putting up makeshift booths 
for this purpose. When the fair was over, the booths 
were taken apart and the lumber slacked on The 
Sands, whore they remained until the rising of the 
river in the spring. Houseowners would pay us ten 
kopeks for a good hoard, and we could steal two 
or three in the course of the day. However, it was 
necessary to carry on operations on foggy or rainy 
days, when the watchmen were indoors. 
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It was a friendly band of youngsters with whom 
I worked: there was Sanka Vyakhir, the Dove, ten- 
year-old son of a Mordovian beggarwoman—an 
affectionate child who was always quiet and good- 
natured; Lhere was the waif Kostroma, skinny and 
impetuous, with enormous black eyes—later, when 
he •was thirteen, he hung himself in a home for 
juvenile delinquents to which he had been sent for 
stealing a pair of pigeons; there was the Tatar 
Kliabi, a twelve-year-old Samson, who combined 
extraordinary strength with a simple, generous 
nature; there was ihe pug-nosed Yaz, eight-year-old 
son of a gravedigger and cemetery watchman, silent 
as a fish and afflicted with the “black sickneas”; 
and finally there was the oldest of our band. Grishka 
Churka, son of a widowed seamstress, a very just 
and reasonable person, and an expert at fist fighting. 
All of us lived on the .same street. 

Stealing was not considered a crime in our 
district. It was the usual, and almost exclusive 
means ol gelling a living for most of the half-starved 
petty tradesmen. The month and a half of the annual 
fair could not keep them alive throughout the year, 
and many respected householders “made extra 
money on the river,” that is, they fished out boards 
and logs washed away by the tide, and hauled light 
baggage on makeshift rafts; but for the most part 
they went in for stealing—“monkeying” along the 
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banks of the Volga and the Oka, robbing the wharfs 
and barges and riverbanks of anything they could 
lay their bands on. On Sundays the grownups would 
boast of their luck, and the children would listen 
and learn. 

In the spring, during the busy weeks of pre¬ 
paration for the fair, drunken artisans and other 
workmen would fill the streets after their day’s 
labour. Then the children of the districl would 
ply their trade of pickpocketing, an occupation 
which was accepted as quite legitimate and was 
fearlessly carried on witli the grownups as 
witnesses. 

They stole hammers from oarpcuterB, monkey 
wrenches from litters, axle bolts from carters. Our 
band did not go in for such things. 

“I won’t go stealing—mom won’t lei me.” 
Churka announced one day. 

“And I’m scared to,” put in Khubi. 

Kostroma always shied from thieves and pro¬ 
nounced the word “thief” with u peculiar emphasis, 
and if he found boys robbing a drunkard, he would 
chase them and give them a merciless beating. 
This sullen, large-eyed boy was always posing as a 
grownup. He walked with a rolling swing like the 
Btevedores and tried to make his voire deep and 
gruff. Altogether there was something light and old 
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and unnatural about him. The Dove was convinced 
that stealing was a sin. 

But the snatching oi boards and poles from The 
Sands fell into quite a different category. None of 
us was afraid to do it, and we worked out a tech¬ 
nique that greatly simplified the task. In the evening 
when it was already dark, or on foggy days, the 
Dove and Yaz would set out over the bulging, 
slushy ice to The Sands. They would go openly, 
trying to atlraoL the attention of the watchmen, while 
the four of us would creep up unnoticeably from 
different sides. While the watchmen were busy 
keeping an eye on Yaz and the Dove, wo would 
gather at tho appointed place and select our boards; 
then while our fleet comrades leased the watchmen 
and fled from them, we set out on the return trip. 
Each of us hud a rope with a bent nail at the end 
which we fastened to the board in order to haul 
it over the snow and ice. The watchmen rarely saw 
us, and if they did they were unable to catch us. 
On selling the boards we divided the spoils into 
six equal parts. Usually it came out to five or seven 
kopeks apiece. 

This was enough to eaL as much as we liked 
for one day, but the Dove’s mother would beaL him 
if he did not bring her vodka; Kostroma saved his 
money to go in for the pigeon hunting he dreamed 
of; Churka's mother was ill, so he needed all he 
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could get for lier; Khabi was also saving money 
in order to return to the town from which he had 
been brought by an uncle who was drowned shortly 
after arriving at Nizhni-Novgorod. Khabi had for¬ 
gotten the name of the town, remembering only that 
it was on the Kuina River near the Volga. 

For some reason we found the idea of this 
town very funny, and kepi teasing the slant-eyed 
Tatar about it: 

There's a town very fair. 

But he doesn't know where — 

Here or there 
Or in the air! 

At first Khabi became angry with us. but once 
ihe Dove said to him in a cooing voice which well 
justified his nickname: 

“Come off now, who ever heard of pals getting 
angry?” 

The Talar was ashamed. He accepted the rebuff 
and thereafter he himself used to sing the song 
about the town on the Kama. 

But still we preferred collecting junk to stealing 
hoards. Il became particularly interesting in the 
spring, when the snow had melted and the rains 
came to wash the cobbles at the empty fair grounds. 
It was always possible to find nails and bits of 
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metal in the gutteta of the fair grounds. Often we 
found copper and silver coins, but in order to keep 
the watchmen from chasing us and taking our sacks 
away, we lmd to give them two-kopek pieces or lick 
their boots. In general, it was not easy to make 
money, but we became the best of friends in the 
effort. Occasionally there would be quarrels among 
us, but I cannot remember our ever having had 
a fight. 

The Dove was our pacifier. He was always able 
to find just the right words to calm our passions— 
simple words, but ones which had tho effect of 
surprising us and making us ashamed of ourselves. 
He himself seemed surprised when lie spoke them. 
He never took offence at the mean tricks Yaz would 
play, calmly dismissing everything bad as stupid and 
useless. 

“Now why would you do such a thing?” he 
would ask, and it became clear to every one that 
there wils actually no sense in it. 

He referred to his mother as “this Mordovian 
of mine,” and none of us found it funny. 

“Last night this Mordovian of mine came home 
soaked to the gills,” he laughed, his little round 
eyes glinting with gold. “Flopped down on the 
doorstep and there she lays singing her head off, 
the old hen!” 

“What’d she sing?” asked Churka seriously. 
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The Dove* slapped his knees in lime to (he 
music as lie sang his mother’s snug in a high 
lillle voire: 

T/ip-u-lap-tup! 

The. young shepheid’s rap 
At tny window pane — 

I am off with my swain! 

The sunset glows. 

The shepherd blows 

Upon his pipe, so sweet and clear. 

And all the village stops to hear. 

He knew many such guy songs, und sang them 
with zest. 

“Yes,” ho went on, “and she falls asleop there 
in (lie doorway, letting all tho cold air in, and mo 
shivering my pants off and unable to haul tho bulk 
of her away. This morning 1 says to her, ‘What you 
want to gel so drunk for?’ ‘It’s all right,’ she 
answers. ‘Try to bear it a little longer. I’ll he dying 
soon!’ ” 

“Sure, you can see it won’t he long, all bloated 
up the way she is,” confirmed Churka impressively. 

“Will you be norry?” I asked. 

“Of course,” answered the Dove with some 
surprise. “She’s been a good one to me.” 

And in spite of the fact that we all knew that 
the Moidovian beat the Dove, we were convinced 
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that she was a good soul; on days when our gains 
were slight, Churka would say: 

“Lei’s each throw in a kopek to buy the Dove’s 
mother some vodka, else she’ll lick him.” 

Churka and I were the only ones who knew how 
to read and write. The Dove envied us this. 

“When this Mordovian of mine dies," he would 
coo, pulling aL his pointed, mouse-like ear, “I’m 
going to school loo. I’ll kiss the teacher’s feet to 
make him take me. Then when I finish I’ll be 
gardener to the archbishop, or maybe to the 
tsar.” 

That spring the Mordovian, accompanied by a 
bottle of vodka and an old man who collected 
donations for the building of a new church, was 
killed when a slack of logs collapsed on her. Tho 
woman was taken to tho hospital and Churka Baid 
to the Dove: 

“Come live, with me. Moni'll teach you your 
letters.” 

One day soon after, the Dove stopped in front 
of a store: 

“Gorcery Store,” he read, his head lifted 
proudly. 

“Grocery Store, you scarecrow!” corrected 
Churka. 

. “I know, but the sybalels gel mixed up.” 
“SYLLables!” 



‘The letters jump around—they’re so happy to 
get read!” 

The cxleiiL of his love for trees and grass amazed 
and aimised us. 

Ou,r district was sandy, so there was little 
foliage; only here and there in the yards could 
be found sickly willows, twisted elderberry bushes, 
or some dry grass hiding under the fences. If one 
of ua sal down on this grass, the Dove would re¬ 
primand us angrily: 

“Wlml you have to spoil the grass for? Can’t 
you sit on the sand? It’s all the same to you.” 

In his presence we hesitated to break off a hit 
of llowcriiig elderberry or rut a willow wand on 
the bank of the Oka. 

‘'What you always spoiling things for, you 
devils?” he would say, shrugging his shoulders in 
amazement. 

And. this amazement made us ashamed. 

All week long we collected old hast sandals in 
preparation for the sport we had on Saturdays. On 
Saturday evening when the Talar stevedores were 
leaving the Siberian wharf, we would hide behind 
some street corner and throw sandals at them. At 
first they become angry, and cursed and chased us, 
but soon they themselves were drawn into the game. 
In expectation of the coming battle, they would also 
arm themselves with bast sandals—more than once 
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they even stole our ammunition, having noted where 
we hid our supply. But we objected. 

“Thai’s no game,” wo said. 

So they would divide up the stolen goods, and 
launch the fight. Usually they took up their position 
in an open place while we yelled and danced about 
them as we hurled our missiles. They also yelled, 
and they would roar with laughter every time one 
of us buried his nose in the sand, tripped up by 
a well-aimed sandal. 

Sometimes the game went on until dark. Petty 
tradesmen would watch us from the shelter of some 
corner, remonstrating for decency’s sake. But the 
sandals kept flying through the air like dusty, grey 
birds. Sometimes one of us look a staggering blow, 
but the pleasure of the contest outweighed all pain 
and injury. 

The Talars became as excited as we did. When 
the battle was over, we would occasionally go home 
with them, there to be treated to horse meat accom¬ 
panied by a peculiar dish of vegetables, after which 
we were served a strong brew of pressed tea and 
nut cake. We were extremely fond of these huge 
men, each one of whom seemed stronger than the 
other. There was something simple and childlike in 
their natures. I was particularly impressed by the 
fact that they never look offence, and were always 
kind^nd considerate to each other. 
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AH llui Tatars laughed irresistibly—laughed 
until the tears rolled down their cheeks. One of 
them (a muzhik from Kasimov with a broken nose 
mid fabulous strength—one day he carried a church 
bell weighing twenty-seven poods off a barge and 
well lip onto the rivcTbank) would howl whon lie 
laughed and keep crying: 

“Oooo! Oooo! A word’s a bird; heard the word 
---caught the bird; a golden bird!” 

One day lie sat the Dove on the palm of his 
hand and lifted him up into the air. 

“Go on live up the sky,” lie said. 

On ruiny days we would gather at Lite little 
house in the cemetery where Yuz lived with his 
father. His father was a crooked, bedraggled 
creature with long arms mid sprouts of grimy hair 
on his head and face. His head was like a withered 
turnip on the skinny stalk ot his neck. He would 
blissfully narrow his yellow eyes and mutter 
quickly: 

“Lord preserve us from sleepless nights! Oo!” 

"We bought a bit of tea, some sugar and hread, 
and a little vodka for Yaz’s fulher. 

“Put up the samovar, you rotten muzhik!” 
Churka would order. 

And the muzhik would laugh and obey orders. 
While waiting for the water to boil, we would talk 
about our affairs, and he would give us adviefj. 
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“Look sharp—the day afler tomorrow there’s to 
be a funeral feast at the Trusovs—ought to be a lot 
of bones left!” 

“The Trusov’s cook collects bones herself,” said 
the omniscient Churka. 

“Soon the weather’ll be nice enough to go to 
the woods,” mused the Dove as he glanced out of 
the window into the cemetery. 

Yaz rarely spoke, and would silently watch us 
with his melancholy eyes as he demonstrated the 
toys he had found in garbage cans: a wooden 
soldier, a legless horse, buttons, and bits of brass. 

His father set the table with odd cups and 
brought in the samovar. Kostroma poured the lea, 
while the old man drank his vodka and climbed up 
on the stove, gazing down on us with owl-like eyes 
and muttering: 

“Curses on the bunch of you—is it humans you 
are or what? Phooh! A bunch of thieves—Lord 
preserve us from sleepless nights!” 

“But we aren’t thieves,” said the Dove. 

“Little thieves then.” 

When Yaz’s father got on our nerves, Churka 
would bawl at him: 

“Shut up, you rotten muzhik!” 

The Dove, Churka and I could not stand hearing 
him enumerate all the sick people in the district 
and conjecture as to which of them would die first. 
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He seemed to smack his lips with anticipation und 
showed not the slightest pity. When lie saw that we 
were loath It* listen, he would purposely lease us. 

“Alia! Afraid, are jou, you little warts! There's 
one hip fnt fellow .scheduled to kick oil' soon. Won't 
it lake him a loop time to ml though!’' 

We slopped him. hut hr was not to he squelched. 

‘'And your linn'll lie coming soon! CnnT expert 
to InsL long living ofV garbage heaps!"’ 

“All right, we’ll die and tho\’!l promote, us to 
angels,’’ said the Dove. 

“You? Angels?” man riled Van's father and 
broke out laughing. Then lie rrmliinirtl torturing 
us with loathsome tales about corpses. 

But sometimes lie began saying strange things 
in a low, burning voice. 

“Listen, fellows, the. day before yesterday they 
buried a lady with u queer history. 1 found out all 
about it, and wliut do you think?..." 

He often spoke about women, and always in a 
filthy manner. Imt there was something plaintive and 
inquiring about his stories, ns though he were 
appealing to us to help him think it through. We 
listened attentively. He spoke hullingly, often in- 
lerrupllng his speech to ask questions, imt what he 
said always left irritating splinters und fragments 
in our memory. 
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" 'Who started the fire?’ they ask her. 'I did,’ 
she says. ‘How’s that, you fool? You was in the 
hospital that night!’ ‘I did!' she repeats. Now what 
would she say a thing like that for? Lord preserve 
us from sleepless nights!" 

He knew the life history of almost every one 
lie had dug into the earth of that hare, dismal 
cemetery. And when he spoke, it was ns though he 
opened the doors of the surrounding houses to us 
and wo entered and observed the lives of the in¬ 
habitants, sensing something solemn and important 
in the net. He seemed capable of talking the night 
through, but as soon as darkness drew about the 
windows, Cliurka would gel up from the table 
and say: 

"I'm going home—morn'll be worrying. Who’s 
coming along?" 

We all went with him. Yaz walked as far as 
the fence with us. locked the gale, and pressed his 
dark, bony face to the bars as he said good-bye. 

We called to him, feeling uncomfortable about 
leaving him there in the cemetery. One evening 
Kostroma looked back and said: 

“One fine morning we’ll wake up and find 
him dead.” 

Churka often claimed that Yaz lived even worse 
than the rest of us, hut the Dove objected. 

“We don’t live had at all,” he claimed. 
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And I agreed with him. 1 enjoyed the independ¬ 
ent life o£ the streets, and l was fond of my com¬ 
rades. Our companionship filled me with a great 
new feeling, inspiring me with the desire ever lo 
help und benefit them. 

Again I was encountering diHirullies at school. 
The boys began to call me a tramp and a junkman, 
and after one of our quarrels they announced to die 
teacher that 1 smelled so strongly of garbage that 
il was impossible to sit next to me. I remember bow 
deeply this hurt me and bow difficult it was lo 
return lo school after that. The complaint was a 
mean invention: t always washed myself carefully 
each morning and never at tended school in the same 
clothes I wore while collecting junk. 

At last 1 passed the examinations for the third 
class. As a reward for good work 1 was presented 
with a Certificate of Honour, a Bible, a volume of 
Krylov’s fables, and another book, unbound, bearing 
the enigmatic title of “Fata Morgana.” When I 
brought these presents home my grandfather was 
deeply touched and overjoyed. He announced that 
we must carefully preserve the books, and for that 
reason he would pul them away in his strongbox. 
For several days grandmother had been ill and had 
no money. Grandfather groaned and wailed: 

“You’ll be the ruin of mo—you’re eating me 
out of house and home....” 
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So I Look llie books to a bookstall and sold them 
for fifty-five kopeks, which I gave to grandmother. 
I spoiled the Certificate of Honour by scribbling 
on it and then handed it over to my grandfather. 
He carefully put it away without noticing the 
scribbles. 

When school was over I returned to the life of 
the streets, which with the arrival of spring became 
even more fuacinating. We made more money now, 
and on Sundays the whole group of us would go 
out to the fields and forests, returning home late 
in the evening pleasantly worn out and bound even 
closer to each other. 

But this life did not last long. My stepfather 
lost his job and again w»nt away somewhere, and 
my mother and little brother Nikolai came to slay 
with grandfather. Since my grandmother had gone 
to live in the home of a wealthy merchant for whom 
she was embroidering a coverlet for the Body of 
Christ, I had to act as nursemaid. 

My silent, wasted mother scarcely had the 
strength to lift her feet. My brother had scrofulous 
ulcers on his ankles and was so weak that he could 
not even cry. If he was hungry, he would moan 
horribly, and if he was not hungry he would drowse 
and give great sighs, purring the while like a kitten. 

“What he needs is good food, hut where can 
I get enough to feed you all?” said my grand- 
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father one day, after a careful examination of the 
baby. 

“He doesn’t need much,” replied my mother 
with a rnnroua sigh. 

“This one a little—-that one u little —and alto¬ 
gether a lot... 

He gave a disgusted wave of his hand and turned 
to me: 

“Nikolai needs to be out in the sun, in the 
sand....” 

I brought u sack of cleau, dry sand and dumped 
it in a sunny spot beneath the window. Then T 
buried my brother in it up to his neck, us grand¬ 
father had ordered. The baby seemed to like it. 
He would sit there squinting blissfully and gazing 
at me with amazing eyes, consisting, it seemed, of 
only blue irises encircled by a ring of lighter hluc. 

I heeume very foinl of my brother. It seemed lo 
me that he understood all my thoughts, unrl I would 
lie beside him for hours, under the window through 
which came my grandfather's squeaky voice: 

“It don’t lake much bruins to die. If you were 
only smart enough lo know how lo live, now.. . 

This was usually followed by a prolonged fit 
of coughing from my mother. 

Nikolai would free bis little arms and lilt them 
toward me with a nod of his pale head. His hair 
was thin and silvery; his face was old and wise. 
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If a cal or a chicken would come dose, Nikolai 
would watch it intently, then turn to me witli a 
fainl smile. This smile disturbed me—could it be 
lhal my hrollier realized how bored I was silling 
there beside him; was he aware of the fact that I 
wanted to leave him and join my friends in the 
street? 

The yard was small and tilled with all sorts of 
rubbish. A straggling of sheds and other structures 
extended from the gale to the bathhouse al the back 
of the yard. The roofs were piled high with hoards, 
logs bits of damp wood and Lbe wreckuge of boats—- 
trophies fished out of die Oka when the ice broke 
and the river was swollen with spring. The entire 
yard was cluttered with river-soaked wood which, 
when heated by the sun, exuded an odour of decay. 

Next door to us was a small slaughterhouse. 
Almost every morning we could hear the moaning 
of calves and the bleating of slirpp. and the smell 
of blood was so strong that iL seemed to me it hung 
in the dusty air like a fine red net. 

When the cries of the annuals were silenced by 
an axe blow between the horns, Nikolai would frown 
and purse his lips, as though trying to imitate the 
animal sounds, hut he succeeded only in producing 
a puffing little “phooh, plioob.” 

At noon grandfather would poke his head 
through the window and call: 
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“Dinner!” 

He himself would hold the baby on his knee 
and feed it by chewing up bread and potatoes, which 
he would then poke between the baby’s liny lips, 
smearing its mouth and sharp little chin. When he 
had administered a little of such food, he would 
lift the child’s shirt, poke its 'bloated stomach, 
nnd say: 

“Wonder if that’s enough—maybe a little 
more?” 

“Can’t you see he’s reaching for the bread?” 
my mother would say from the dark corner where 
she was lying. 

“A baby can’t tell when it’s had enough.” 

But he would push another hall of mush into 
its mouth. I suffered from the shame of this feeding. 
Something rose in my throat, choking me and 
making me want to throw up. 

“All right,” said my grandfather at last. “Take 
him to his mother.” 

When I look Nikolai in my arms, ho would 
moan and reach towards the table. My mother, so 
emaciated that she resembled a stripped pine, would 
lift herself to meet me, stretching out her long, 
fleshless arms. 

She Tarely spoke any more, and the few words 
she uttered were wrung raspingly from her seething 
chest. All day long she lay silently dying in the 
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corner, I sensed that she was dying, and my grand¬ 
father made it clear by speaking loo often and too 
insistently of death, especially in the evenings when 
the air was filled with the heavy odour of decay. 

Grandfather’s bed stood in the corner almost 
under the icons. He slept with his head toward the 
window, and before falling asleep he would keep 
muttering to himself: 

“Well, the lime’s come to die. A fine sight we’ll 
present to our Maker! What we going to say? As 
if I 'hadn’t been working all my life—always doing 
something. And look what it comes to!” 

I slept on the floor between the stove and the 
window. The space was too short for me and I had 
to stick my feet under the stove, where the roaches 
kept tickling my toes. But my observations from 
ihis vantage point often gave me a malicious satis¬ 
faction. In doing the cooking, grandfather was 
forever breaking the glass in the window with the 
other end of the poker or the pole with which he 
pulled the pots out of the oven. It was strange and 
ridiculous that anyone as clever as he was 
should not have thought of cutting off the end of 
the pole. 

One day when something was boiling over in 
the oven, he gave the pole such a yank that he 
upset and broke the clay pot and smashed the cross 
piece of the window and both panes of glass. This 
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was so great a misfortune fhtil the old mill) sut 
flown oil the floor and wept. 

“Oh Lord, oh Lord.” he wailed. 

When he left the house later. I took the lireud 
knife and hucked oil" the end of the polo. 

“Curses and damnation!" cried grandfather 
when he returned and saw what I had done. “Should 
have sawed it off- -do you hoar?'*- SAW lib it off! 
Could have made some rolling pins out of the piece 
and sold them! Devil of a family I vu got!" 

“Better keep your hands off everything,” said 
my mother when lie hud run out into the entrance- 
way. 

Sho died at noon on a Sunday in August. My 
-stepfather had recently ret 11 rued front his trip 
and again had a job. Grandmother and Nikolai 
had already moved with him into a clean little 
apartment next to the station where they were 
to have taken my mother within the next few 
days. 

On the morning of the day sin.' died she said to 
me in n voice which was faint, hut clearer than 
usual: 

“Go tell Yevgeni Vasilyevich 1 want to see 
him.” 

She sal up, leuuiug against the wall for support. 

“Run quick!” she added, sinking back on the 
pillow. 
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It seemed to me that she vvus smiling, and a 
new light gleamed in her eyes. My stepfather was 
at mass and grandmother sent me to the Jewess for 
some snulT. She had none ready, and so I had to 
wail while she pulverized the tobacco. 

When I finally returned to my grandfather’s 
house, [ found mother silting at the table dressed 
iu-a clean lavender dress, her hair carefully combed, 
us proud and haughty ns she had formerly been. 

“Feeling belter?’’ I asked, with unaccountable 
shyj jess. 

“Come here,” she said, giving me a fearful 
look. “Where have you been gallivanting?” 

Before I had lime to answer she seized me by 
the hair, grubbed a long flexible knife off die table 
and struck me with the flat blade until it fell out 
of her hands. 

“Pick it up! Give it here!” 

I picked up the knife and placed it on the table. 
Mother gave me a push and I sat down on the edge 
of the stove, from where I watched her with fright¬ 
ened eyes. 

Rising from the chair, she slowly made her way 
to U ic corner, lay down on the bed and began to 
wipe her perspiring face. Her hand moved uncer¬ 
tainly, twice falling weakly on the pillow, with the 
handkerchief twitching in her fingers. 

“Some water... 
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I dipped a cupful of water from the pail. 
Raising her head with difficulty, she look a swallow, 
pushed me away with a cold hand, and gave a deep 
sigh. She looked at the icons in the corner, then 
at me, moved her lips 03 if in a smile, and slowly 
lowered her long lushes over her eyes. Iler elbows 
were pressed close to her sides, while her hands 
rose to her breast, to her throat. A shadow stole 
over her face, then receded, leaving her yellow skin 
tight, her nose sharp. Her mouth opened in surprise, 
hut no breath came. 

I stood there for countless ages with the cup in 
my hand, watching my mother’s face stiffen and 
turn grey. 

My grandfather entered. 

“Mother is dead,” I said. 

“What you lying for?” he replied with n glance 
at the bed. 

Then he went to the oven and with u horrible 
clangour of pan and pole began to removo 
the pirog. I watched him with the knowledge 
that my mother was dead, waiting for him to 
realize it. 

My stepfather came in, all dressed up, in a while 
linen coat and cap. He quietly picked up a chair 
and carried it to my mother’s bedside. Suddenly 
he dropped the chair and bellowed like a 
brass horn: 
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‘'She's dead! Look!” 

Willi the pole in his hand and his eyes starling 
out of his head, my grandfather staggered over to 
the bed. 

When they began shovelling the dry sand down 
onto my mother's coffin, grandmother wandered off 
among the other graves. She stumbled blindly over 
one of ihc crosses and injured her face. Yaz’s father 
took her lo his house, and while she washed the 
wound he quielly whispered words of consolation 
in my ear: 

‘‘Lord preserve us from sleepless nights! What’s 
the matter with you? Mustn’t mind a thing like 
Lhis. am I right, grandmother? The poor and 
the rich, all go in the ditch—am I right, grand¬ 
mother?” 

He glanced through the window and suddenly 
ran out of die house, returning with beaming face 
and the Dove in tow. 

“Look at this,” said the old man, holding out a 
broken spur. “Just look whal a find! The Dove 
and me are making you a present of it See that 
little wheel, eh? You can be sure it dropped off 
some Cossack’s boot! I was going to buy it from 
the Dove—offered him two kopeks... 

“WliaL you lying for?” muttered the Dove 
angrily, while Yaz’s fadier kept hopping in front 
of me and winking. 
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"How’s that lor a Dove, eh? Can't gut away 
wirli nothing with him! Well, it’s not me hul him 
is making you a present ol it, lie.. 

When grandmother lmd finished washing, slip 
wrapped a kerchief around her blur, swollen face 
and called mu to go home with her, but I refused. 

1 knew there would he drinking and probably 
quarrelling at the feast following tbe funeral. While 
we were still in the church I had beard Uncle 
Mikhail say to Uncle Yakov: 

‘‘Well, we'll have a good drink today, eh?" 

The Dove tried In cheer me up by hanging the 
spur mi his chin and trying to reach it with Ins 
longue. Yhz's father laughed vyilh ohvions'exagger¬ 
ation. crying: f 

‘‘Just look what he's doing! Just look!" Hut 
when he saw that this failed to amuse me. ho became 
serious. 

‘Til tough, enough! Pull yourself together. Every - 
body has to die, even the birds. Listen if y on want. 
I’ll pul some turf around your mother's grave, 
bow’d you like that? We’ll go to the fields now 
and gather it—you and the Dove and me—and my 
Yaz too. We’ll cut the turf and put it around pretty 
-—•won’t be another grave to match if!" 

I liked this idea,'and we all went out into the 
fields. 
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iV few days after my mother's funeral my grand¬ 
father said to me: 

“Well, Alexei, can't exactly call you a medal 
hanging around iny neck! No room for you here 
any more. Time you were gelling nut in ihe 
world....” 

So l got out into the world. 
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